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THORN IN TH| FLESH 

Y^hcn Rupert Thlm meets Slqphy, Al is 
Acting as a travel-agency host on Lake 
£Somo whi1st\vorEasig on fets literary master- 
piece. After listening to her reminiscences, 
he speedily decides that there is far more 
sxnoney in h*r life-story than in his poetry. 
And so there might have been. But his 
crafty plans are completely up?£t by two 
ravishing young ladies who l^unt him from 
pillar to post (and from pillow to bed-post, 
including his own) . Finally Rupert is 
forced to admit that the softest flesh will 
blunt the tougheA thorn. . . . 



By the same 4thor : 

i rRIT^AWD POLISH i 
PAINLESS EXaRAGTIONS 
SMILING TIGElb 



THORN 
IN THE T1ESH 

OLIVER ANDERSON 



AjjftA 


LONDON 


ARTHUR BARKER EtD. 




To 

TUG WILSON THE TIGE.v, 

and His Merry Band of Three-Stripers 


MADE AND 'PRINTED IN GREAT BRITAIN BY 
MORRISON /VI) GIBB LIMITED* LONDON AND EDINBURGH 



1 


“ ... so I scrambled over tfce rocks, and there he 
was. St^rk naked on a shooting-stick, reading The 
Financial Times”* 

“ My word, S*qw very savoury.” 

“ You think so ? I found it rather discouraging/' 

“ Then you tshould undergo a* thorough medical 
examination without an iftstant’s delay, for either you’re 
losir% your ,eyesight # or glands liave turned into 
dried ^peas.” 

Roce Petal flicked her cigaiette-stub into the moonlit 
waters of Lake Como anfL shuddered ecstatfcally. 
“ \^hat a slasher ! So 4ea|i a#d lithe and on-the-prowl. 
He ought to have claws and whiskers and a long flexible 
tail.”® 

Louise Gale sipped her iced vermouth and shook her 
head. The bag of bones was all right. It was the 
reading matter tflat*put me off.”. 

“ I can’t thiHt why.” 

* “ My d&r girl, it’s elementary. Never both^- with 
men under thirty who reack The Financial Times . They 
only do it to impress other people, which is suspicious ; 
or to impress theiftselves, which is childish.” # 

“ D*£J)e so miWewed. Perhaps somebody’s left 
him a vast fortune and he’s wondering how to invest it.” 

“ Then I’ll viait until he’s wondering how to spend 
it.” 

^ Rose wriggled in Iter ohair, throbbing visibly “ Well, 
I think he’s supr^rrifely toothsome* ancl I shan’t be 
satisfied until I’ve found out |}1 about^hjm.” 
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# “ Let me save you the trouble. Name," Rupert Thom. ' 
A|e, twenty-nine. Occupation, local host* foV the 
Marco Polo, travel* agency. Sits in the sun all day, 
and pounds a typewriter all night. Hobbiej : playing 
the guitar, drinking chyuiti, and^baWiin^ operatic arias 
in his bath in a tremendously powerful tenor voice, 
raucous and damnably flat.” ' ^ 

“ How did you find all thct oi/t ? ” 

“ F/om the lift-boy, who also let nuf into the secret of 
the private sun-lounge amongst the rocks/ And if you 
want to know any more, yor\ can ge^ it for yourself. 
What you need 'is less day-dreaming and # more # free 
enterprise.” 

“ At least I should n dyer descend <o bribing lift- 
boys” '■ 

“ Who said anything al^out bribing ? I merely 
permit him to pinch my bch u d frAn time to time, as 
we clank up and down, and he’s my slave for life. 
When you’ve been secretary to c’d Rolo for six months, 
you begin to get a grip on the science of public re-’ 
lations. . . . What’s the matter $ow t ?” 

Rosf leaned forward, whispering. “ ^hat aristocratic 
type <jt the table behind you ” 

“ I know, I noticed her. Remarkably handsome 
woman. What about her ? J ” 

“ I’m quite certain she’s trying to overhear every- 
thing we say.” ^ 

“Then I hope she's hearing someth*r~ to her 
advantage. Perhaps she, too, is a iiupert Thom 
addict. . . . And talk of the devil ! ” ; 

‘ A swarthy young fellow, in blacjc trousers and white 
dinner-coat, w rjs weaving through the crowd of evening-* 
idlers in the roaflway towards the lakeside terrace. 
Froip one hand dangled a shooting-stick, from the 
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other ft fiasco of chianti. Wedged under his left arm 
was •a ^ponderous black book fastened with «a tg-ass 
clasp. 

“Oh, the darling*” gasped R&se. •“Doesn’t he 
stalk!” 

Rftpert stepped c*»to the tiled terrace and surveyed 
the packpd tables under the leafy roof of ilex branches. 
His shaip, malfbgaqy-tanned features were, fixed in a 
remote scowl, yjhe hum of chatter died away. ^Within 
a very fe^jf seconds he was the focal point of all 
eyes. 

Having satisfied himSelf that there was no vacant 
plaqp, he advanced fb the stone balu^rade, immediately 
abow? the water, and pSit down his iuggage. Then he 
took, a rubber'ferrule from }is pocket, fitted it over the 
steel spike of his stick, sprqp d the handles and settled 
hifiiself at ease. Thi%d«ne,«he lit a cigar, took a swig 
at his wine, and l?urie<5 nimself in his book. 

The silence was broken by a warbling giggle from 
Rose ; a giggle which increased to a strangled splut- 
tering and thence to squeals of hysterical laughter. 

For quite soifie lime Rupert .remained sunk in his 
book, apparetlly unaware of the uproar developing 
•behind hR back. Then, deliberately, he revoked on 
his perch and pinned thg two girls with a blistering 
glare. 

#By now the cofnpany on the terrace had sensed {Jie 
mousing tension. •There wa^ much craning of necks, 
and sorrie of the customers were frankly standing up to 
get a better vigw. Nor were they disappointed. Rose 
and Louise reacted promptly. The former fell off her 
chair, overturning Ihe ^able and glasses with a terrible 
crash. The latten iftimovcd by th^ surrounding chaos, 
calmly returned tier antagonist’s fire. Then, leaning 
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forward with her hands 6n her knees, sfie opened her 
mnf ith «to the finest extent and slowly poked ,ou* her 
tongue. 

Rupert rose to *Iiis feet, his stick (Mattering to the 
tiles. For several seconds he glowered dowu at Rose 
who was now on all-fccrs in a puddle,, of vermouth, 
moaning feebly. Finally he drew himself up and tapped 
the brass-bound volume clasped ^gaiiut bis chest. 

“ I keenly reminded of a pithy J ; Ltle passage in 
the Holy Scriptures where, lo, it is written that the 
laughter of the fool 'Is as the crackling of thorns under 
a pot. Ecclesiastes chapter sdVen, verse six. J recom- 
mend the excerpt'to your aftentiefn.” 

He turned to Louise. “ And as for you, if yoa are 
really so frantic to inspectAhe wonders of nature, then 
there <s no need to scantier round the rocks like a‘ 
sex-starved chamois. You haye only to apply at robin 
fifty-three, during the usual noursf when I shall be 
delighted to show you ?ll the principal points of interest. 
No charge is made, and no preliminary appointment 
is necessary ...” 

He broke off and gestured towards 1, the road' where 
an opai Cadillac convertible, contaiL.hg a pair of 
glossy Catins, was edging into the kerb. * « 

“ . . . and here, I lanc^, are your playmates. I 
trust you will have *Sin agreeable evening. Permit me 
to t remind you, however, that the pampered sons, of 
Milanese industrialists are unlikelr to share my own 
high moral tone.” 

As he turned away, a crisp voice fame from the* 
shadows in the comer of the terrace. 

“ Perhaps you would care t q join me, Mr. Thom. 
There is a spare chpir here, and y6u seem to be having 
a strenuous eyening.” 
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Rupert took the offered seat and found himself 
facifig^a lady in a J)lack dinner-gotvn, g. magniflfcent^ 
pearl choker and a fog of chy£re? # He yas at a loss to 
place hej. Site had the figure of a young woman, but 
the # elaborately # flregsed hair^framing the highly-bred 
features was* completely white. Moreover, under the 
heavy <50smeti<j Tnask, the marks of time weft clearly 
visible. W&s^ she if prematurely aged forty-five ? Or 
a well-preserved fifty-five ? Or a miraculously em- 
balmed s£tanty-five ? Meanwhil j, her large, brilliant, 
sapphire eyes were examining him with candid 
amusenfent. 

*^Do relax, Mr. Thort, and rid ^ourself of the Holy 
Bible. It maktis my arms lche to watch you.” 

u Thank you. And, by'he way, you have jhe ad- 
vantage of me.” 

“ My name is^Clcffc J Sophy Cleft.” 

“ Indeed ? Do you know, I have a feeling I’ve heard 
that name before, though I can’t imagine where. It’s 
kind of you to ask me to join you.” 

“ Not at all. # I # was bored, and I had a notion you 
would divert-jne.” 

“ Obliged, I’m sure. Why ? ” 

“ For the past fifteen minutes I’ve been eavesdropping 
on those two young ladles whojhave just left. They 
were discussing you at .length and in detail. What I 
lieard impressed nje deeply.” 

“ you to ignore them. They’re a couple of 

shameless hussies. I don’t know which is the worse. 
Take Rose Petal, the little redhead, for example. Every 
time I pass through the hotel lounge, there she* is, 
poised on her neck^wtth her legs«at twenty-past eighth 
reading#the JfCin^ey Report.” 

“ Very instructive for bot% of you i’ 

T.I.T.F. 1* 
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“ And as for Louise Gale, the chestnut onef . . . 
.well^reafcy ! J thought she was fairly respectabJe uhtil 
this morning, ^nd tfcfen 1 . . well, really ! ” 

“ Quite so. I heard all about it. But ygu must 
make allowances for /enjinine curjosfty. I may K say 
she struck me as a most attractive* girl.** 

Rupert blinked, swallowed, and haii^ly beckoned a 
waiter. 

“You c would care for a drink, perhaps, Miss . . . 
er . . . that is . . .” fi r 

She held up her beautifully ^haped hands, guiltless 
of rings. 

cc Yes, ‘ Miss ’ is^ correct. V^iough not for wan/ of 
asking, I’d have you know. 7 

“ Th^t I can readily believe. Some champagne? ” 
“ Very nice of you, deaf J boy. But isn’t it rath^ 
extravagant ? ” 

“ Yes, I’m happy to say it is. It will go down on 
my expenses sheet under ‘ entertaining.’ ” #i 

Having downed two glasses of wine in quick time, she 
produced a massive gold case from^hef handbag. 

“ You^will join me in a cigar, Ruper^ I may call 
you thaf, I hope ? Such a dashing name, , T always 
think. I once had a ver} beautiful love affair with a 
captain in the Blues called Rhpert. Unfortunately he 
was hit over the head with a bottle jn The Camel’s 
Hulnp in Alexandria and passed away in a jiffy.” r 
She pushed across her* empty glass, giving* 1 itn a 
dazzling smile. “ And you must call mZ Sophy. It 
helps me to forget my receding gums.” r 

Rupert was fascinated. What w^ one to make of 
•^iiis white-haired lady who smokeji a cigar with in- 
comparable style, arfd combined the terepity of sixty 
with tire sparkle «of sixterfi ? Furthermore, the name 



II 


THORN IN THE Fl|ESH 

Cleft iras nagging away at the back of his mind. He 
was* nljv quite certain, that somewltere, somejimef'he 
had heard it before. 

His reflections werft interrupted T>y SSphy’s hand on 
his arm.' 

“*And nov* let’s teflk about^ou. I understand you’re 
the local host fo» the Marco Polo travel agency.” 

1 am. • • 

“ Then how 4? it you are able to spend all d stf sitting 
stark nakod on a shooting-stick, reading The Financial 
Times ? ” 

“ I have an understanding with tie hotel chefs about 
thflUish.” 

“%’m afraiji J don’t "quite follow *you.” 

“ Well, as soon as my llients arrive I arrange for 
their fish to miss the refrigerator. The heat alid the 
flies do the rest. *iiljl aftack of gyppy-tummy, and 
I hear no more of them for the rest of their holiday. 
Otherwise, of course, they’d be pestering the life out 
of me, and I’d never get on with my real work.” 

“ j\nd what is that, may I ask ? ” 

“ I’m a poet*’ 

“ I’m delisted to hear it. Poets and stock-jobbers 
are my favourite pets. What a^e you writing at present ? 
A sheaf of gritty little lyijcs ? ” 

“ Not likely. It’s the box-office I’m after. I’m doing 
a* five-act vcrse-Tlrama with a* slap up-to-date back- 
groiA'^l o£ supersoiftc aeronautics. You know the sort 
of thing : ohocker with popular science and bogus 
psychology. J’m calling it The Jetman's Revenge; or 
To-morrow's Doomsday.' 

“ It sounds encfianling.” < 

“ Oh^it is, I t^siAe you. A gorgeous welter of blood 
and lust in* the early sev^jiteenth-^cytury manner. 
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That’s why I’m reading the Bible, to puiAp somf wind 
antu.thujider^into *.ny style.” 

Sophy drew deeply on her cigar and stared thought- 
fully at Rupert who was now wkving his arms about 
windmill-fashion, a lotk of black hair , tumbling across 
his brow. 

“ Do .you know, you remind me ummensQly of a 
charming man I used to know, ,marfy, many years 
ago. was in the Diplomatic Service' and destined 
for a brilliant career until he started sending kippers to 
all his friends, in the embassy bags. That, alas, was the 
end of poor Evelyy Chancery *. . .” 

“ Who did you *ay ! Who, 1 ” 

“ Evelyn Chancery. Why ? ’ 

“ But he’s my uncle ! ” ( 

“ Wfell, what a delightful coincidence.” 

“ Isn’t it, just. And now 1 reijicEibej where I’ve heard 
your name before. You must be the Sophy Cleft who . . . 
who . . . well, you must'be the Sophy Cleft.” 

“ Correct, my boy. None other.” 

There was a pause whilst Rupert gazed at hi^ com- 
panion in wonder and in awe. 'THen he inclined 
towards® her. 

“ Tefi me, are all tho.y- stories really true t Did you 
really appear in the Royal* Enclosure in a pair of 
coconut shells and a grass skirt ? ” 

1‘ Certainly. It was a very hot day.” 

“ And did you, in fact, put thht iced-piiddhtg in 
the Archduke’s night-cap ? ” 

“ Certainly. It was a very hyt night*” 
ft And did you really attend a Cabinet meeting 
..disguised as the. Chief of the Imperial General Staff? 
And turn out at the Boxing-day faqpt of the Belvoir 
hounds on a zpb^a ? An£ get engaged to f che ¥irst Sea 
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Lord, kind then change your mind because his bed- 
soclft tinkled you ? ^\nd did you rially auction Jour 
trousseau on the steps of the *N Atonal Gallery in aid* 
of the Society *for the Propagation of cliristian Know- 
ledge in foreign* Parts ? ” 

“ The one* about '*Fhe FirsT Sea Lord is not strictly 
accurate.” 

“ No ? ” 

“ No. I coaid tolerate his bed-socks. It»was his 
woolly co#ibs that upset me. . . . How is your Uncle 
Evelyn, but the way ? ” 

“ Weil, thank yo^i, apart from th^gout.” 

^He was always a ifytyr to it. I used to poultice 
him* until tha steam spurtei out ofTiis nostrils.” 

“ I’m afraid you’d find llm rather drab now. Farms 
his little property up in tlmshire, busies himself in 
local govemmen*# rtff^*the*Boy Scouts, and plays the 
organ in the village church. In fact, except for some 
ratfter curious rumours abouf the goings-on at the 
ladies’ choir-practices, you’d never suspect what a 
tearaway he u^pd to be.” 

Sophy chuckled softly. “ Tbo true. When I run 
, through^the list of my old playmates I oftcif* enjoy a 
quiet snigger. Directors of/this, chairmen of that, 
heads of departments, chiefs ol tjje services, governors, 
judges, even bishops. There’s, no end to it. Though 
f admit I was a little surprised when I saw in *The 
TivrlL • other Say that Minnie Blazer had been 
appointed hladmistress of St. Goneril’s, probably the 
smartest girls* finishing-school in the country'. And I 
suffered an even ^Jiarper jolt when I saw whom they’d 
appointed to this jteV industrial ministry. The last-,, 
time I «met # Roto Gander was dft the doorstep of a 
curious little establishment iiVthe Parjlaio in Barf eldna. 
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I was going in as he was coining out ! . . ajfbome 
ancPin r.is sijcks.’* 

Sophy sigheji prqfburfdly. “ Dear me, talking over 
old times like this makes me quite mftudlin. But I 
mustn’t grumble. I’vk got more to 166k back on jhan 
most people . . . even it I do naVe to <ook at most 
of it thfough smoked-glasses instead “(jf rose-eoloured 
spectacles.” 4 

“ Ydti certainly have,” agreed Rupert. “ You 
ought to write your autobiography. On Asbestos, of 
course.” 

“ I’ve often thcMght of it. BuJ, alas, I have no 
abilities in that direction. *A£y talents have always 
lain between the sheets, not on thcm.’i • 

“ Tjien why not let me I o it for you ? ” 

“ But, my dear boy, you ve got your own work.”* 

“ I’m prepared to shelve th|t c *' I’ne a notion there’s 
a great deal more money in your life-story than in 
The Jetman's Revenge . * You supply the material,* I’ll 
do the writing, and we’ll split the profits fifty-fifty. 
What do you say ? ” 

For a full ten seconds Sophy stared across the table, 
searching Rupert with those glittering, sapphire eyes. 
Then she ground out th$ butt of her cigar and nodded 
briefly. 

“ I think it’s an excellent idea. Whqi do we begin ? ” 
As soon as you like. How long are you staying 
here . . . ? ” 

Rupert’s voice faded out as he caughf sight of two 
figures totteiing towards the terrace. Their faces were 
bldnched, their lips indrawn. Clearly it was all they 
••could do to set f one /oot before the other. 

“ Damnation ! I c shall have to ^ear/e you. « Two of 
my qistomerst still wartfi and mobile. They’ll be 
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making a niAsance of themselves unless I .take instant 
actifmw’ 

“ What a bore. When will you Jbe at liberty again ? ” 
“ To-morrojvr morning at eleveft o’clock, I promise 
you. ArRi now % l’ll go and routiout the chef, tell him 
precisely wh^t I thir^«®f himf and get those two zombies 
back to bed fo£ the duration. It’s always {he same 
these days. Ydu c^n’t depend on anyone to carry out 
your instructions.” 
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Around two a.m. there wrs brisks <;tivity on the up-per 
floors ofjthe Hotel Excelsior. t 

In room eighty-one, Rose Petal, fresh' from her bath, 
was squirting herself all over with Sueur d'Extase. This 
done, she touched up her lips, brushecl he^ hair into 
a copper halo and pir. on a jade-green wrapper. Then 
she went on to the balcony and scrutinised the^gnarled 
wistaria branches //hat coiled alortg the face of jhe 
building. 

In room ninety-five, Loiise Gale, Yresh from her 
bath, "was squirting hersj.f all over with Frin&sie 
d' Amour. This done, she trucked up her lips, combtd 
her hair into a chestnut casqife' ancT put on a crocus- 
yellow wrapper. They she went on to the balcony 
and scrutinised the cluster of drainpipes that ran down 
the side of the building. 

In room fifty-three, ,Rupcrt Thom, in peacodc-blue 
silk pyjjyrias, was reared up in bed agaiisa 1 a mound of 
pillows, r a cumbersome writing-board balanced on his* 
knees. He was wearing massive hom-rimmed spectacles 
and an evil-smelling 1 Sherlock Holmes pipe dangled 
fropi his jaws. The ' night-table \fas loaded wit/i 
tobacco tins, tea-things, and a spirit! stove with a kettle 
on it. Sheaves of typescript littered the bqd. ^CJi unting 
irritably in an inferno of smoke and sparks, he was 
correcting the final draft of The jetman's Revenge. 

At two-fifteen he was disturbed b^ noises outside his 
open windows. J\s 1^ put down his 1 pen and looked up, 
a long bare leg emerge^ from the darkness', waved 
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about Jranticfllly for a while, and then readied in over 

the Moony railing. A moment latgr Rows Retal # was 

standing in the winflow-spac^, spoiling vmisoftiely. 

“ Well, I finally made it.” 

“ So it seem^ , Are you practising the Indian rope- 
trick ? Or did yoi^casae by*:pace-ship ? ” 

“ I came via {he wistaria tree, and ripped myself to 
tatters en route.* Look ! ” 

She parted the skirts of her wrapper, ’ exposing a 
pearly thigh marred by a scarlet graze. Simultaneously 
the kettle boiled over. ' 

Rupqft picked up his pen and nodded towards the 
tafeje. “ Perhaps you’d be good ciough to make the 
tea* I’m extremely bu^.” 

With this *he took off !iis spectacles and plunged 
once more into his mass ofiiypescript. 

*Rose was nonplussed. • She had expected her 
dramatic entry to* prot'Ske equally dramatic reactions : 
amazement, even alarm, followed by delicate negotia- 
tions culminating in an entente cordiale. Instead, she 
felt like a junior housemaid reporting late for work. 
For some moftients she hesitated on the threshold, 
her lips agapift Then she crossed to the tabl| and set 
about tflcwing the tea, darting bewildered* glances 
meanwhile at the muttejing ngure on the bed. 

When all was ready she thfhist forward a cup. 

Here you are.* That is if yoh can spare the timg to 
drink it.”^ 

Rupert t<^)k the brew and inspected it critically. 
“ Thank you. Actually, I like it a good deal dirtier 
than this. However, ^t will have to do.” 

Rose put her* hajids on her hips and stamped 
viciously. “ Well* I’ll be evel\astifigly damned, i ' 
risk my neck and rasp mysqjf to the bone to come and 
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visit you, ^rnd all you do is clap me bn cocJchouse 
fatigues t an(^ gruyible about the colour of yoiir,tea. 
Aren’t you pleased tp s$e me ? ” ' * 

Rupert swaKowet his drink in two ^julps and put 
aside his cup. “ That depends. you lead and 

write?” . _ r 

’ 4 

“ I can endorse a cheque and stuqible through the 
comic strips.” 

“ Thgn f am glad to see you. Pm correcting the 
script of my latest composition, a verse-dr^na in five 
acts. It is imperatite that I finish the job to-night, 
because to-morrow I’m embark’ ng on a new enterprise 
that will tax my energies to the linfit.” ^ 

He picked up a« bundle of # paper and thrust it vnto 
Rose’s hand. “ If you will be kind enough to check 
through Act Two, I shall \\] much obliged. Look out 
for spelling errors, and h°e p a, close watch on tfte 
punctuation. Take your tiiAd ovtr it. Accuracy, 
rather than speed, is the prime consideration.” r 
Presently he glanced up again. Rose was rocking 


gently on her heels, her eyes glazed. 

“ Come, my girl, whjit are you waritiitg for ? lliere’s 
a long night’s toil ahead of us. . . . Ob} I see. You 


need somewhere to work, of course. I think ft will be 
simplest if you join me in* bed. Then you can help me 
to balance this tircsorhc boaref, and I can keep an eye 


on^vhat you’re doing. ‘Come along !• Time flics ! ” 
Like one hypnotised, Rose climbed in under* the 
single sheet and wedged her knees bcn^atlf the im- 


provised writing-desk. At the same time Rupert 
screwed up his eyes and vented 8, bitter ^liss. 


“ Dear Heaven ! That green f wrapper beside my 
"pyjamas ! It shrfcksj It’s murder. ♦You’ll have to get 
rid of it. I’m terribly sensitive to that soat of^thing.” 
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Ros| immediately parked up. This waslnuch more 
the Sow of thing she jiad been expecting. Jbht fluttered 
her eyelids and forced up a bhislf.^ 

“ Of course J’ll take it off if you insist. But I think 
I ought to warft»you that I’m Aarko underneath.” 

“You are«? SertsiWPgirl^ Physical freedom is the 
first essential ofr mental discipline. As my dear old 
housemaster used t® say : tight pants, loose thinking. 

. . . Tha^s the idea. Just throw it on the flo«r. And 
now to wdrk. If there’s anything in the text that you 
don’t understand, refer to me.” # 

At this point the doA* to the adjoining sitting-room 
ojfoied, revealing Loujpj Gale. 

Expert bojv^d from the loins. * What a pleasant 
surprise ! Do come in. Hf>w did you arrive ? By wis- 
tyia also ? ” @ 

“ No, by draiypiPf ^ sffstaining six slipped discs 
and a wealth of saddle-sores.” 

She leaned against the dootyost and inspected the 
panorama on the bed. “ It seems, however, that I 
bring # coals to Newcastle. Two’s company, three’s none, 
as they say* Likewise, too many cooks spoil the broth.” 

“ On^the tftitrary. Many hands make light work. 
Your assistance will be invaluable. We’re busy checking 
over the script of my poetical drama in five acts. You’re 
just in time to start on Act Three. . . . Though 
perhaps you wouldn’t mind filling up the kettle first. 
Hurty new ! Mufti remain% to be done.” 

Louise opined her lips as if to speak. Then, without 
a word, she 400k th(^ kettle to the bathroom, refilled 
it and put it on the spirit-stove. 

Rupert nodded approvingly. “Jixcelicnt! And 
now, if # you will get in on this Sde, we can press on 
with the tsftk that lies before us. ^TJjicre’s plgnty of 
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room. I ^ways insist upon a double-bed, thereby 
getting i^vicV^ the deep in half the time.” 

Louise had scarcely got one foot in when she was 
arrested by an 'agonised moan. ^ 

“ That wrapper ! For pity’s sake get rid of it. The 
orange in the yellow just^i/r^/dk^iy peaccck-blue. I’m 
madly sensitive to that sort of thing.”' 

“ By all means, if you insist ...” 

“ I dc insist. Crocus yellow always makes me feel 
ever so poorly. Let me help you. . . . Ah ! I see 
you, too, are a thoroughly sensible girl. That's the 
idea. Just throw ij on the floctf.” 

“ Anything else you’d like to ,# do ? ” 

“ Yes. Pass my spectacles, will you ? They’re 
on the table beside you.” < 

Louise picked them up* and blinked. “ But there 
aren’t any lenses in them. c 

“ Of course not.” 

“ But why ? ” 

<c Because I have perfect vision and exceptionally 
long eyelashes.” 

“ Then why do you wear them ? 

“ To fend maturity to my thoughts. Vbetr^ calls for^ 
a well-npened mind. Before starting on my next opus 
I shall have all my teeth out and fit myself with 
clackers.” 

ile lifted the sheet and patted the mattress. “ fa 
you get. We can’t spend, all night §ossiping^ We*aave 
many hours of steady work before us. Yot: may smoke, 
but kindly refrain from talking. # This jqb calls for the 
utmost concentration.” 


By four a.m. Rcfie and Louise hpd finisl^d their 
work % and weyc 4 convcr^iAg freely across J^e ; bo\ved 
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shoulders ofkheir bedmate who was still jfeep in Act 
Fivtf. t 

“ And to think that it was for«this we broke up the 
party and caijie hoifte early. A tvicked waste of the 
last night of our .holiday.” 

‘ # I don’t ^ltogeth^.-^gre^ There’s a fantastic touch 
about tjie whola thing that rather pleases me^’ 

“ Fantastic ?* If you ask me, it’s positively unwhole- 
some. A vigorous male of twenty-nine in bed with two 
bare women, and all he does is natter about commas 
and semi-colons and the gloridus traditions of the 
English* verse-drama.” • » 

can tolerate “the^ulture. What I do find rather 
insufferable js Jthis appalling briskness. To work, to 
work ! Much remains to .be done ! Let us press on 
with the task that lies befell c us ! When he rapped me 
over the knuckles^wrth thadfilthy pipe and told me to 
take Time by the Foreftck, I all but crowned him with 
the*teapot.” 

Rose threw herself back against the pillows and 
glowered at the nape of Rupert’s neck. “Just look 
at him. He’s coiftplctely forgotten our existence. It’s 
incredible. tJWess, of course, he’s a tulip.” « 

“ I’m* pretty certain he’s ^iot that. No tfilip ever 
penned stuff like this. Jpdgmg by Act Three, I’d say 
The Jetmaris Revenge was. the work of a highly educated 
ha . 11 .” “ ‘ 

“•Well^I’ve had enough tfte wtfole silly nonsense. 
Don’t forget^ we have to be on the boat by ten o’clock, 
and we haven’t ever^ started our packing. I’m going 
back to my own bed for a few hours’ sleep. Are you 
coming ? ” ® 

“ Nc^ Having jfot so far, I’m^oing to see this thing 
through to *thc end. He’s fp the hygt^ew pages now, 
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and Pm interested to see what happens whep he’s 
finished^* % 

“ Am I to understand that you still nourish hopes ? ” 

“Well, you* never can tell. * After # all, he’s still 
breathing, and he feelf quite warm. «But doif t let me 
detain you against your vBil.” * 

Rose settled still deeper into the mattress. “ If you 
think I’m going to leave you alo^c with him you’re 
much mistaken. I can’t imagine why you had to butt 
in anyway ; especially after being so haughty about 
him earlier on. If I’d had him to myself I might have 
managed to kindle^his tinder.’ 1 

“ You forget that I had ^pre^sing invitatior^ # L o 
inspect the wonders of nature, free of # charge nnd 
without previous appointm|nt. . . . And just in case, 
we’d Better draw lots for first service. We must Ige 
ready to strike whilst the Ir#n is Hst. 4 . . Damnation ! 
Now he’s got me started on f his wretched cracker- 
mottoes.” 

Louise picked two spent matchsticks off the sheet 
and held out her hand. “You choose. The # short 
one wins . . .” 

She recoiled as Rupert suddenly slanfhfcd down his 
pen anefjerked erect. 

“ And that’s that. The fulminating moment of 
twelve months’ intellectual travail and spiritual agony. 
Them’s masterpiece is* complete. Lei Fry and Elicrt. 
tremble.” 

Placing his left hand on the pile of typescript, he ges- 
tured widely with his right. “J sec it f all. First, a 
success of esteem at the Edinburgh festival. Then a 
nice little run in New York. Antf finally, if there ever 
happens to be a Lo/jon theatre avaifcible to ^ British 
author^ a smasJj-l^it in th^fWest End.” 
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He j|iit his arms around his colleagues’ 'laitfs. “ I 
am iAost grateful for ypur assistance. To yofl, nJdoJbt, 
it seems a trifling matter. But iA^year? to come you 
will look f back c>n this night and realise its true sig- 
nificance. When your grandchildren are studying The 
Jetmaris Revenge as 5, setr&oo? for their General Certi- 
ficate of*EducatvcJh, you will gather them around your 
creaking knees and, mumbling through toothless gums, 
you will tell them how you were privileged t8 assist 
at the re-bfrth of English poetic tragedy.” 

He slid the completed work into a cardboard folder 
and put* it on the # nigl?t-table. Tfcen he tossed the 
wriTing-board to the floir # and stretched luxuriously. 

“And now»fcr some well-earned relaxation. Even 
t poets are creatures of flesh a id blood. Like other # men, 
thoy are subject to the nofmal instincts which must 
be satisfied in due^seSyyi. ? propose to satisfy mine 
forthwith.” 

Thereupon he lay down flat on his back, folded his 
arms on his chest and, within five seconds, was sound 
asleep.® 

Rose paused in the doorway, tying the girdle of her 
ivrapper ^vith # a vicious tug. “ I’ve never IJpen so 
insulted in all my life. I’m nr/ a conceited girl, but I 
do happen to know that ttm not exactly repulsive. In 
th^ course of my eighteen years b I’ve set fire to a fair 
assortment, ranging from a bricklayer’s apprentice f>f 
fifteen to a High Court Judgetof seventy-five. Yet that 
refrigerated Shakespeare, there, treats me as if I had 
hooves and tu&s and dense black pelt. If Minnie 
Blazer gets to hear pf this she’ll expel me on the spotf.” 

Louise leaned ovcj* !he bed and settled the pillows 
more comfortably under Rupert’? head. She drew 
the sheet up fo his chin and, */rith a d«Ji*ate forefinger, 
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swept imclLthe long black lock that tumbled across the 
port’s ftow 

“ I see your point of view, Jtmt I still think he’s 
rather sweet. What’s more, I predict af brilliant future 
for him.” * 

“ Indeed ? I haven’t seen much f sign tff it to-night.” 

“ Wlten you’ve had more experieh^e of life you’ll 
understand*. The key to success* is concentration of 
purpos?. Brains and luck and influence are a help, 
but what gets you Jiome is a fanatical edheentration 
on the end in view. And our Rupert has certainly got 
that.” She crush/d out her cigajettc and picked up 
her wrapper. “ I’m not a ceAceited girl, either. # l$ut 
there’s one thing 1 do know : the man who shares his 
bed ^ith me and still gets^pn with his work is going a 
long, long way . . .” 

She was interrupted by a r^spmg^snore, followed by 
a quavering whistle. At the same time the sleeper 
raised a hand and settled his empty spectacles more 
firmly on his nose. 

“ You see what I mean,” said Lo # uisf\ “ Concentra- 
tion of purpose. Evert when unconscious.” 
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Sir Rol^Ind gVi^der was a m alter of the art of self- 
production. 

At a. very earjy age he had noticed that t] le man 
who gets aheacf is tjic man who keeps himself in the 
picture. He had also noticed the British affection for 
mild eccentricity. Accordingly, from his school-days 
onwards, he had cultivated odd litt4e quirks of behaviour 
that singled him out from the ruc^ 

«£Jiese eccentricities Wf re always shrewdly calculated : 
colo firful enough to catch the eye tout never too dis- 
turbing. Above all, he was careful to restrict his 
pranks to the surface. In*his views and opinidns he 
was solidly conventiofial. F6r he was well aware that 
the Englishman’s delight in an original hat is only 
equalled by his horror of an original thought. 

This policy had never failed him. At school he was 
appointed Captain of the Cricket XI, chiefly because 
it was impossil?Ie # to overlook .the man who always 
batted in a monocle and spats. At the univarsity he 
was elected President of the f Union becaus* it was 
impossible to ignore the gian who always rose to speak 
in a Roman toga and sandals. § His meteoric career 
iA Associated Motors was largely due to his hobby#of 
playing HjjngariaiJ gipsy rqjisic on a portable har- 
monium ; athabit which made him a welcome guest 
at Directors’ luncheons. Finally, on entering politics, 
he had won a tough constituency by conducting Jiis 
campaign in a coach-apd-four ; and he speedily gained 
the respectful attention of the Co.Vmons by taking his 
seat wcaring«a deerstalker h;it and sp^iig. 
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His opportunity came with an outbreak of strikes 
and* in<£isti al disputes. Organising a squad of lively 
backbenchers, he pressed for an entirely new approach 
to the problem. The existing machinery, he declared, 
was out of date and useless. The upsuot w£s the for- 
mation of a special Minisf* / with fhese troiioles, 

and the appointment of the Minister was a foregone 
conclusion. 

His dair for publicity was brilliantly demonstrated 
when a name was being sought for tlie nejv Ministry. 
He would have nothing to do with such hackneyed 
terms as Conciliation, Arbitration, Pacification . These 
were out of date and useless. ^It *was his intentiqn to 
bring an entirely new spirit to bear on industrial 
frictions. There must be an atmosphere of mutual 
confidence, brotherhood s£id teamwork. His organi- ' 
sation would be called fue Miuistry of Harmonious 
Relations. 

This fanciful title was thought at first to be a blunder. 
But not for long. Some discreet gossip about the . 
Minister’s skill on the portable harmonium iqstantly 
turned the trick. Within a week the* political cartoonists 
of the popular press were featuring hiCn* seated at his 
instrument (in deerstalker and spurs) soothing the 
savage breasts of directors 4 and shop stewards with 
Hungarian gipsy music. Shortly thereafter The Times 
h*.d a fourth leader oh the Harmonious Minister, a^d 
Sir Roland Gander’s pojitical future was gssureci. 

This July morning he was in thoughtful mood as he 
paced the study in his luxurious bachelor flat in 
Chestnut Square. There was a full day ahead. First, 
a private talk with Tom Brown,, Chairman of Domestic 
Electronics, about if threatened slrik°. Then another 
fraternal chat, c o^ the sam* subject, with Pijrs Gaveston, 
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Secretary of the Fissionworkers’ Union. Addition 

there was the draftij^j of his new scheme foil a per- 
manent Board of Unions and*M?ijiagements. 

But he was -not concerned at the moment with 
politics. He wire ^thinking of a ftiore personal matter. 
To-day was his sixtieth Tarffiday. He found the fact 
slightly depress^. Of course he didn’t look 4iis age 
or anything like it. »A11 his own teeth ; hair as thick 
as ever and scarcely touched with grey ; stonfach as 
flat as a board, thanks to squash and fencing. But 
still, sixty was sixty. Another ten* years and he would 
have reached the allott&l span . 

TI* squared his shoulMgrs and poured himself a stiff 
whisky. This. \^ould never do. He* was getting quite 
maudlin. He needed something to take his mind off 
the; subject. Fortunately tlfcre was something readily 
available to take hi # s nfjjijl oft*this and any other subject. 
He pressed the bell under his massive mahogany desk. 
A fcvV seconds later Louise Gale' appeared, poised and 
cool in a formal white silk shirt and a dark grey flannel 
skirt. She was egrr^ing a sheaf of white roses. 

“ Good morning, Louise.” 

“ Gooc^ mdhfing, Sir Roland. Many happy^returns 
of the day. I hope you’ll likc,*thcse flowers.” 

“ My dear girl, how *ery, vcijy charming of you. 
But how did youjenow ? ” 

I looked in your passport.” 

“ What ''^little detective you are.” 

“ One shotfld always know the essential facts about 
one’s employer,” 

“ Such as the fa^t that he’s got one foot in the grrfve 
and is rapidly sinking »into senilitv? ”, 

He flashed h#r nis brilliant, boyish smile, and 
buttoned th<? full-skirted tw&d jacket 4^iat set <jff his 
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magnifi^erfc shoulders and slender waist. He was quite 
put out - when sh£ ignored the opening and pointed to 
the flowers. 

“ Shall I put these in water ? *’ 

“ Please do. They’re beautiful. I' Should 'like them 
here on the desk, right beside ihe.*' 

His depression vanished as he watqhed her moving 
about the room. What a splendid young creature 
she vJhs. So well-bred and detached, and yet 
so . . . so . . . sexy. Those luscious haunches rotating 
under the tight skirl. That discreet, expensive scent 
touched up with f l whiff of riot skin. He swallowed 
abruptly on a dry throat. , ‘Was’ she, he wonddifcd 
for the thousandth time, virtuous.?. One fcould 
never tell. These remote ones were often the hottest 
little . . . 

He pulled himself together,^ Louise put the bowl 
of roses on his desk 

“ Thank you. A very sweet gesture. I’m most toifthcd. 
And may I return the compliment and say how very 
nice you look in that new outfit ? ” 

“ I’m glad you likc*it.” 

“ I indeed. That blouse affair. So 1 fresh and . . c 
and virginal. You doi^t mind my using tliat word, 
I hope?” 

“ What word ? ” , 

**“ Er . . . virginal.” 

“ Not at all. It has ar rather dcVightful sntiqub ring 
about it.” 

Sir Roland winced and hurriedly opened the folder 
on his desk. , 

“Well, we’d, beyer get on. 1 yVe’ll tackle this pet 
scheme of mine again. You can takte it straight on to 
the machine. ♦Jt.st a rou&h-outline.” 
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He took post in the bay window and ‘stilted to 
dictate. 

“ After mature reflection I dm ^of the fixed opinion 
that the existing machinery is out of date and useless. 
What is needed Is an entirely fresl? approach, motivated 
by a*spirit of ^aterrfhl gJdhiflil and mutual confidence. 
To this end I advocate the setting up of a permanent 
consultative body sepresentative of both sides of 
Industry. What £ envisage is a Board of Unions and 
Managements where day-to-day problems can be 
threshed out by man-to-man contact in an atmosphere 
of reciprocal goodwill anti common%understanding.” 

T5(* cleared his throat grasped his lapels, and pro- 
ceeded. 

“ The essence of the B.U.M. is speed in action. 
Unjmpeded by red-tape am? paper ...” 

He broke ofF. “,Wi\g.t dia'you say, Louise ? ” 

“ I didn’t speak.” 

“ I* thought you did. Very \Vfell, then, we’ll go on. 

' Where was I ? ” 

“ Sp*ed in aetjon, unimpeded by red-tape and . . . 
er . . . paper.” 

“ Ah, yes. *i\ow let me see ...” m 

Turning fiom the window^ his glance fell upon 
Louise who was leaning back in her chair, waiting for 
him to resume, hej hands linked^ behind her head. 

^t was too much. His pulse staggered and he gasped 
audibly. ^®momen? later he jvas standing behind her 
chair. He bcht over as if to read the page of script 
in the machine, , 

“ Excuse me. . , . I'd just like to see what we’ve 
got so far. . . . H’rn. Yes. Quite so. a Now . . .” 

A gustrtof Frinfaie d’ Amour and Ireshly sprung sweat 
assaulted his ‘nostrils. The Script bhp$ed befo^p hfe 
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eyes. ti f e shuddered like one racked by an ague. Then 
hi^ rig^t hand, us if drawn bv v a magnet, rose', slid 
forward and closed over the inflated silk. 

At the same instant there was a thump on the study 
door which burst ojien to admit thd^ seedy figure of 
millionaire Tom Brown. 4r 

“ ’UJlo, Rolo, me old cock ! I’m^yi the ’ell of an 
’urry, so I come straight up without botherin’ the 
servams. . . . Ho ! Pardon me ! ^1 trust I don’t 
intrewd.” 

Sir Roland, blushing deep puce, had sprung back 
against the desk. # Vith a supieme effort, he Warned on 
his notorious smile. t . 

“ Come in, To’rn. Delighted to see you. Of bourse 
you don’t intrude. I was just filling in time until you 
arrived ; getting in soml work on a pet scheme; of' 
mine.” 

j\ H • 

“ So I noticed,” replied Tom Brown, grinning 
coarsely. “ And a very nice little scheme it is, too, if 
you’ll allow me to say so.” 

Sir Roland looked at him with revulsion. What a 
disgusting little tyke «thc fellow Was. Scruffy, under- 
sized, peeking of cheap tobacco, anVi ‘'dressed in 7 
loathsome reach-me-do^'n suit that was frayed at the 
cuffs and covered with fc*>d stains. He dismissed 
Louise with a curt nod and pulled up a chair for his 
visitor who finally sat down with an appreciate 
wheeeew when the door bad closed^ 

“ My word, Rolo, you don’t ’arf knd*v ’ow to pick 
’em. As nice a little bit of ’omqwork as^ever 1 sec. No 
wonder you like to do most of ycr work ’ere instead of 
at the Ministry.” 

Sir Roland covefed his anger 'and disgust*, with yet 
another brilli^t, smile ahd leaned acrossr the desk. 
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“ Wpll, now, Tom. What’s all this trou.Ve ^t 
Domestic Electronics ?*>Let’s he % ar t all *about it. You 
can speak quite freely tq me, you knotv, and in absolute 
confidence.” ^ * 

Toip Brown refused the o ffe red cigar and lit instead 
a ragged cigarette-nu6 from the store of butts which he 
always carried loo& in his trousers’ pocket. Thfen he 
did speak, and with freedom. 

The facts were simple. His employees (a pack of 
idle, ungrateful, bolshie bastards) had declared them- 
selves unsatisfied with Music While You Work. Steam- 
radio, in these enlightened days, wa!^a bloody insult. 
Wfiat «they demanded w if?* the installation of a tele- 
vision alongside every machine in the factory. 
£nd smartish. Or else. 

“ And we can’t afford no stride just now,” concluded 
Tom Brown. 66 Not widrt {he Commitector just coinin’ 
into production an’ the Yanks yellin’ their ’eads off 
fer theWT.” 

“ The Commitector, Tom ? What’s that ? Some new 
f anti-subifiarinc devief ? ” 

“ Not likely. Ij’s a new gimmidc me boffins ’as been 
w#rkin’ on^fer # ycars. It’s fer detectin’ Communists. 
Works like a lie-detector, only Ampler. Yer connect 
it up to the chap yer think’s a C^mmy, an’ if ’e is 
then’s a sort o’ T.V* screen what Jights up bright red.^ 
We’ve got a ten million dollar order from the U.S. 
fer it.” 

In due cours£, Sir Roland sat back and folded his 
arms. 

“ Well, Tom, as I tee it, the brutes haven't got a leg 
to stand on. When I sec Gaveston ( shall take a very 
strong lint* Between ourselves, my sympathies are 
all with Management these days. ThA^sjio detibt 
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the v^rkers are idle, irresponsible and riddled with 
Communism. You can rest assured that I shall bring 
the heaviest pressure to bear on the Fissionworkers’ 
Union to have this damnable nonsense ninped in the 
bud. If you ask me, "To m, wh at we need to set Industry 
on its feet is a nice little poor of a million unemployed.” 

A few minutes after Tom Brow! 1 had left, Louise 
showed in Piers Gaveston, Secretary of the Fission- 
workers’ Union. 

Sir Roland looked at him with admnation. Tall, 
slim, beautifully groomed, he reeked of Winchester 
and New Collegi’ and wore a perfect bespoke suit. 

“ Good morning, Piers. -Delighted to see you. lry 
my cigars and sherry, if they’re up to •jour staildard.” 

“ Many thanks, old bov. If they’re up to the standard 
of your secretary thev’ll suit me well enough A 
charming creature. No wqrder you do so much of 
your work at home.” 

Piers crossed his elegant legs and adjusted hi£ Sulka 
tie. 

“ Well, you wanted to see me ? ” 

“ Yes. About this threatened strike at Domestic 
Electronics. I’ve just seen Brown. I githe r he’s bei 'g 
unreasonable about inFalling television in the machine- 
shops. Obstinate 'ittle ass. J ’ 

“ So he told you that was the trouble, did he ? ” 

“ Well, isn’t it ? ” 

“ Of course not. The facts are pe.fectly simple. 
It’s just that my people object to working for a com- 
munist management.” 

’ “What!” 

“ And let i.ie t?ll you they’v** got a cast-iron case. 
You know this Gomnjitcctor thinfe thcy’rfi making ? 
Wril, the otfiCr day, when Tom was Snoozing off a 
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hangover in the office, two of the lads nipped an^i 
connected him up. Thj screen went blinding crimson, 
and the whole contraption fused, fc^turally my chaps 
aren’t standing f9r that sort of thing.” 

In due course ’ Sir Roland sat back and folded his 
arms. 

“ Well, Piers, I see it, the Management hasn’t 
got a leg to stand o::. Between ourselves, my sym- 
pathies arc all with the workers these days. TBere’s 
no doubt thfc - Managements are grasping, callous and 
riddled with Communism. You can rest assured that 
I shall bring the heaviest pressure to ‘bear on Domestic 
Electronics to have this 1 scandalous state of affairs 
nipped in the bud If you ask me, Piers, what we need 
to set Industry on its feet is a thumping good general 
strik*.” ' 

At mid-day Sir Roland, was once more alone. His 
skilful handling of Tom Blown and Piers Gaveston 
had restored his confidence and raised his spirits. His 
thoughts turned again to Louise. The situation was 
ridiculous. Here he was, a successful man of the 
world, behaving like* a blundering schoolboy. It was 
high time he polled himself together and put a :\°P to 
•the nonsense. He pressed the Hill decisively. 

When she came in he wt.s perched on the comer of 
his % dcsk in an attitude of youthful nonchalance. 

“ As to-day is my birthday, Louise, I think a littl<? 
celebration i' ■ in order. I shot Id be delighted if you 
would do me th'c honour of having luncheon with me.” 

“ That’s very nice of you. But I’m terrible sorry, 
I’m lunching with Mr. Brown at the Ritz.” 

“ Indeed ! Then what about dinner tyis evening ? ” 

“ I’m tdtribly sdrry, I’m dining with Mr. Gaveston 
at Claridgc’s.’* 

T.I.f.F . — 2 
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^The^e was a taut pause. For a moment Louise was 
maliciously amAsed by the effi^t of her replies. The 
total deflation of §ir Roland Gander was a noteworthy 
spectacle. But then her amusement gav£ place to 
regret. Really, it was top bad. He looked just like a 
little boy whose visit tcTThe pantomime has been 
cancelled at the last minute. Her* maternal instincts 
burst into blossom. She sa* down at her typewriter 
and £ave him a smile that liquefied his spine. 

“ But I tell you what we could do.” 

“ Er . . . yes ? 

“ We could grf’on with Our work. Exactly where 
we left off.” 

At five o’clock Louise was sitting on *he edge" of the 
bed, dreamily pulling on her stockings. There was a 
knock on the dressing-room door, followed by Sir 
Roland’s voice now two ton^ deeper and fruiter than 
usual. 

“ May I come in ?*” 

Wrapped in a Chinese gown of quilted saffron silk, 
he sat down at his dressing-table and attacked his 
hair with a pair of gold-backed brushes. Meanwhile 
he w;f.ched in the looking-glass, with fender appreci- 
ation, the languid motfcments of his playmate. 

“ A penny for tl\pm.” 

“ M’m ? ” 

^ “ I said a penny for your thoughts. I hope you’re 
not regretting your luncheon date with 7"om Brown.” 

She slowly emerged from her traiicc of physical 
contentment and focused on the Minister of Har- 
monious Relations who was now spraying his gleaming 
hair with French Fern. The qld boy was a proper 
corker and no mistake about it. Fompous* he might 
be, cind a tv#>«faced careerist ; but he*was a gentle- 
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man . . . and a man. She gave him a smile of ((ankest 
gratitude and pleasure. 

“ I regret nothing, I assure yfiu. I was just thinking 
of the last time I broke up a party tor . . . well . . . 
health reasons.” 

Sir*Roland Jpwered his aCBht-spray and revolved on 
his Italian stoo)^ “ Come, now, Louise. That’s 
unkind. You make nje jealous.” 

She stood up and reached for this and that. “Jealous? 
You’ve no cause to*be. Unless, of course, you’re madly 
interested in English poetical drarfia and the precise 
function of the semi-coloi*. The call ! ” 

•ft little later they Tver 0 sitting in the drawing-room 
sippin| China .tea .and nibbling cinmftnon toast to the 
accompaniment of Beethoven’s A Minor Quartet. 
TLoqjpe, who did not share Sir*Roland’s rarefied musical 
tastes, was inspecting the Numerous silver-framed 
photographs strewn abouf the furniture. Presently her 
glance* fell upon the picture of a' lady in riding habit, 
■mounted side-saddle upon what seemed unmistakably 
to be a #ebra. 

“ I say, who’s tluft ? The one.on the striped moke, 
qp the chimn(f/-f>iece there.” 

1 Sir Roland regretfully switched off the record-player. 
After the paradise of the ijesh lie needed the paradise 
of the spirit. 

* A very old friend of mine. Sophy Cleft. Why th? 
exciteificnt 

“ Because I’m pretty certain I saw her when I was 
at Bellagio last month.” 

“ You must f>e ijiistakcn. Sophy has been out of 
circulation for twenty years and more. In fact, I very 
much question whether she’s still al^e. Uddly enough, 
I was discussi*ig her with Professor M^njrake an4 the 
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Bishop^ of Elmbury at the Athenaeum only last week. 
Neither had heard anything of # her since she w^nt to 
Borneo in ’33.” ^ 

He took down the photograph and smiled reminis- 
cently. “ The ininfitable, the one and only Sophy. 
Extraordinary how you ^ 55 v*touoh wit|j people/ For 
years on end you meet them everywNsf e, morning, noon 
and night. Then other inteiesjs intervene : career, 
politics and so forth. And so you djift apart. A great 
pity, really. And yet, perhaps, it’s just os well. 9 ’ He 
replaced the pictUi*e with a roguish twinkle. “ Some 
of the old acqu/lntances ifiight well pro\^c a little 
embarrassing.” 

“ You knew h'er well ? ” 1 

“ Very well indeed. Dear Sophy ! She taught me 
so much. I owe her mole than I can say.” 

Louise raised her hanci in saluVc towards the chimney- 
piece. “ And so do I.” 
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St. Goneril’s* was a monstrous red-brick mansion in 
the glossiest part^f Surrey. Built in 1900 by a pros- 
perous receiver of stolen property, it had been owned 
successively by a** international forger, a bigamous 
fire-raiser, a p crooked race-horse trainer, a practitioner 
of black magic, three fraudulent company promoters 
and a television comjc. 

In <950 it was bought %y a syndicate consisting of a 
fashiok-designfcr, • a hair-dresser, a cosmetics manu- 
facturer, a society photographer and a gin distiller. 
They planned to fill a f gap i^ the British educational 
system. For career-girl^ there were the universities. 
There was no such post-school training centre for 
society girls. This would be remedied by St. GoneriPs. 
Here the daughters of the very rich would be taught 
the art? of graci#u^ living and moulded into worthy 
citizens of the Welfare State. (Fffes, a thousand a year, 
pAus extra#.) 

An impressive Board of Governors was co-opted 
including Sir Roland Gander, Lord Selvage, Mr. 
Ambrose Bannister* General Gn*mmit, Dame Agathj 
Rampant and the jfishop of Elmbury (Chairman). 
Directress ol^Studics, Miss Lilian Bezel-Weasel. 

In spite of a sizzling publicity campaign, St. GoneriPs 
started badly. |\fter tv#o years there were still many 
vacancies, and the •Founders decided that something 
drastic must be done.* They sough| the#advice of Tom 
Brown, Chairman* of Domestjf Electronics. 

His diagnosis was pithy. What St. CcJl^riFs needed 

37 , 



THORN In the flesh 


38 

w*is ai*New Angle. At present there was nothing to 
distinguish it from# an ordinary finishing-school. A 
New Angle, that’s«what it needed ; and sharpish, too, 
judging by the look qf the balance sheet. As %n example 
he cited the electric egg-jjiJiigk which his firm hatf just 
launched with such enormous success. Simply by 
fitting it with a miniature carillon ^that played D’Ye 
Ken jfahn Peel , they had swept life market. The same 
principle must be applied to St. GoneriPs. And the 
first step, clearly, wgs to get a new boss. Sbmeone with 
guts and drive an^j a packet^of New Angles. 

A score of candidates \^ere , interviewed by ^he 
Governors, without success. Finally the Bishbp of 
Elmbury supplied the answer. “ If only,” he £iused, 
“ we could get hold of ^ld Minnie Blazer. She’d be; 
just the girl to put the Sunday clothes on St. Gonerfi’s.” 

His suggestion was adopV*i and global enquiries 
instantly begun. At last Minnie was discovered in 
Buenos Aires where she was directing another, and 
highly successful, institution for young ladies. She 
agreed to take on St. GoneriPs a; a* starting Salary of 
two thousand, rising, by annual increments of two-fifty, 
to thilie thousand, free of tax, insurance fnd supet- 
annuation. 1 

At the end of a* year th£ Founders and Governors 
decided she was well# worth it. Evtry place was filjfd, 
there was a huge waiting list, ax^i eager parents were 
entering their young at minus eight mcfiiths. 

This July afternoon Minnie was lying on the sofa in 
her drawing-room awaiting the arrival of a new cus- 
tomer. She was a fine stamp of •vvoman : florid and 
bulky, but k^)t within reasonable bounds by active 
habits and brilliant coiyetting. At sixty-fivt her hair 
was 4 still 4, ^tifuii^e auburn, her teeth * her own, the 
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whites of her eyes unveined, her command of bl^phemy 
unimpaired. 

She had had a busy morning^ First a bitter slanging- 
match on the telephdne with the bishop of Elmbury 
who decided that, he was not jetting a fair rake-off 
on the laundry conttact. T-hen a long haggle with the 
Scottish poachin^gang that supplied St. Goneril’s with 
fresh salmon, finally, just before luncheon, Virginia 
Waters had dropped into the office to say that she was 
going to hqye a baby ; by whom she couldn’t just 
remember at the moment, but no doubt it would come 
back to j^er when she hgtd time t«. riffle through her 
eegaijement-book . 

At ihree-thirty Mrs. PeStle was shewn in. A single 
glance sufficed to dissect and classify her : very rich, 
*ver^ common, and probably very tiresome. Minnie 
promptly seized the initiative by giving her victim a 
stupefying cocktail and* immobilising her in a deep 
armchair facing the light. 

“ Well, now, Mrs. Pestle, I understand that you wish 
to send»your daughter to St. Goneril’s.” 

“ I’m thinking of it. That js, if the place seems 
^tisfactorv. J Aaven’t decided anything yet.” ^ 

Minnies jaw stiffened and h#r fingers locked on her 
glass. “ I see. You ha|en’t* decided anything yet. 
I’m much relieved to hear it.” 

*‘Oh! Why?”* 

“ Because ^re’re futt up and have a long waiting list.” 

A tough little smile flickered in Minnie’s eyes as she 
settled herself comfortably into the sofa. She was 
standing no noAsense from a vulgar creature like this. 

“ But Sir Roland* Gander told me . . .” 

“ Ah, IJir Rolamd ! A charming* ma:8, but, between 
ourselves, jusf a little bit ifresponsiljlc. Oh, yes, I 
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know lb’s on the Board of Governors, t!ut that doesn’t 
alfer the facts.”* 

“ Then there realty isn’t any vacancy at all ? ” 

“ Not at present. However, *a vacancy does some- 
times occur unexpectedly. For instance, a girl may 
leave before the end of tll^ourso.” 

“ Is that likely to happen in the n^ar future ? ” 

“ I haven’t heard of it. But ojie never knows . . .” 
Mitinie finished her. drink and gazed musingly out 
of the window. “ As Directress *of Studies at St. 
Goneril’s, I have, Of course, absolute authority in all 
matters of discipliF e. I have never yet foun^l it neces- 
sary to expel a girl, but one uevdr knows . . .” 

Mrs. Pestle hafd spent much of her life behind the 
fish-and-chip counters from which her husband derived 
his fortune. She was a rCalist. 

“ How much is it goidg to ccst me ? ” 

“ Five hundred pounds.” I> ° 

“ Five hundred ! On top of the fees ! That’r a bit 
steep, isn’t it ? ” 

“ Is it ? I’m very fond of my girls, you l[now. I 
should hate to lose one.” ' 

“ AJJ right. Five hundred it isA .You’ll take ( a 
cheque ? ” w 

Minnie winced and' stajed reproachfully at Mrs. 
Pestle who nodded' briefly and replaced her cheque- 
book in her hand-bag. 

“All right. Cash. , I’ll let yCu have^it before the 
week-end. When can Cynthia come tc you ? ” 

“ As soon as you like, Mrs. Pestle. One of my pupils 
will be leaving to-morrow.” 1 

A little later Minnie was holding forth across the tea 
table. “ Since trfe war there’s b°cn a lpt of silly 
nonsense going, on in tins branch of education. You 
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know f the sort of thing. The rich girl can no* longer 
expect a life of idleness and pleasure.* She must train 
for a useful career and fit herself foj the daily grind of 
practical housekeeping. And so on and so forth. She 
is taught secretarial work, dftssmaking, cookery, 
nur.ing, and ajl the rest. iVu doubt it reads well in the 
popular press, byt we all know that it’s all twaddle. 
Even in these days a. girl can still enjoy a decent life 
if she’s got enough money. And she wouldn’t «be at 
St. Goneril’»if she hadn’t got more than enough.” 

Minnie refilled the cups and stuffed a handful of 
cucumber sandwiches inUb her mo&th. 

^' c St. Goneril’s Ve tvaste no time on that sort of 
bunkijn. Wew*ssume that our girls aft destined for two 
things : a creditable marriage and a life of pleasure. 
*WcJ:rain them accordingly.’* 

Mrs. Pestle leaned fcfrward eagerly. “ I do so agree 
with you that a good marriage is most important. I 
understand from Sir Roland that you arrange for the 
girls to meet suitable young men.” 

“ We#do indccjl.” 

“ Guards officers,* I suppose, and . . .” 

• Minnie # rect>il£d. “ The Guards ! My deqj Mrs. 
Pestle, they’re completely out ftf fashion. Full of the 
most extraordinary peoplelnowadays. At St. Goneril’s 
w^ stick to the Gunners. Only tne crack regiments, 
of course : the Royal Horse Artillery and the Venerable 
Company o**Boinb<frdiers. I # always say you can’t 
beat a nice type of Gunner. There you get everything : 
breeding, brains, style jud reliability.” 

“ Well, I suppose ^ou know best. But it seems rather 
unusual.” 

“ Gcrtafnly it’st unusual, Mrs." Pestle. The old 
methods, as Sir Roland Gautier so cftf^i asserts # are 

T.I.T.F . — Z 
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o^t of hate and useless. At St. Goneril’s we’re pll for 
the New Angle. ' And now, perhaps, you’d like to look 
over the school, plasses will be going on until half- 
past four, so you’ll have an opportunity to Sfe the girls 
at work. We’ll visit the dog-handling class first, I 
think.” 

They went out through the frertrh windows and 
walked around to the front door. At the foot of the 
steps U group of students were clustered about a hand- 
some young woman who was lecturing them in crisp 
clipped accents. * 

“ In the country 3 you must 1 never be seen ' vithout a 
dog, even if you hate the bfdtes like poison. Artd ft's 
no use just cluttering yourself up , with the j'hings 
regardless. You must learn to look really dog-ridden, 
especially when being photographed for the illustrrted 
weeklies. Each occasion nep&s its own particular 
treatment. This afternoon we’ll practise Country- 
Houseparty-Hostess-Greeting-Guests. Now, Rachel, get 
up there and show us what you can do.” 

A charming brunette emerged from the group and 
ascended to the top sttp. She had' a (dachshund under 
each at m and a red setter at heel. She wftre substantia' 
shoes, a tweed skirt andy woollen sweater and cardigan. 
The class watched her keenf/ as she juggled the dach- 
shunds against her fiosom and arranged the setter 
against her right shin. When all was ready, the lecturer 
delivered judgment. 

“ Not half bad, Rachel. You’ve placed the dogs 
very nicely. But you’re not sp good yourself. Can’t 
you get a softer grin on your face than that ? And for 
pity’s sake gct,youf legs wider apart. I’ve told you 
often enough. Straddle and sag ! Straddle v !and sag ! 
Get »ome ga\jjk onto it. That's the idea.’** 
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As they moved off, Minnie nodded happily. 

“ Cajfttal dog-woman, Sylvia RattU. You’d *newr 
believe it makes her ill to toudh ftie beasts. And now 
we’ll just peep into the moming-r<?om. They should 
be on Taki Tactics under HeleA Seething. I think 
you’ll be interested.’,’ 

In the middle the morning-room a curious tableau 
was arranged. On a small sofa, a ravishing blonde was 
seated beside an uncouth lad in workman’s overalls. 
Immediately in frdnt of them another girl was seated 
on an upright chair with her back to them. Between 
her handj she held a cirfular brecVl-board. Her feet 
■were jpoised on imaginary pedals and she was giving a 
lively .vocal imitation of a* motor engine. 

Mi& Seething* clapped her hands for silence and 
• turned to her class. “ Right* There you are. You’ve 
got the chap in the bank of a 5ab with you. Now what 
happens? I’ll tell you **Damn all as a rule. It’s up 
to you to make things happen. And the way to do that 
i is to take advantage of the corners. Every time the 
cab sw<yves, let go all and clamber on top of him. . . . 
Now, Rebecca, Iet^s see what # you can do. You’re 
going to tum«oi% of Curzon Street into Queen Street. 
As soon a§ Rosemary swings the wheel over, it* up to 
you.” . 

The motor noises began agaift. more realistically 
tlian ever, punctuated now b^ shrill hooter blasts 
Then* the lecturer Raised her hand and <the driver 
twilled the ’•read-board. Simultaneously Rebecca 
flung herself upon the rustic youth and bit him madly 
on the car. Ifeaf^to all instructions, she was finally 
prised off him by brute force. 

“ That* will da, Rebecca ! ThJkt v&ll do ! I said 
clamber all qyei him, not tetfc him aj^irt.” 
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As they closed the door behind them, Mrs. Pestle 
was lobking thoughtful. 

“ Who was that queer boy in overalls ? ” 

“ The gardeners son,’* replied Minnie. “ Half 
barmy, poor lad. Cracked as a dingo. Vl'c’ve tried 
others, but we find no saflfc man can stand the treat- 
ment. . . . And now Fd like you to^meet Rose Petal, 
my head girl. We shall find herein her room. Being 
an advanced pupil, she has the afternoons free for 
private study.” 

They went upstahs and Minnie knocked at a door 
on the first floor, t From within there camq v a heavy 
thud followed by a faint scifc'ryifig sound. Presently 
Minnie tried the handle. The door was Jpcked. j^After 
a second’s hesitation she turned away. 

No doubt the child & getting ready for tea. t We’ 
won’t disturb her. Yob’ll have an opportunity of 
meeting her some other time. <f 

But Mrs. Pestle hung back. “ Don’t you thmk we 
ought to see if anything is wrong ? Possibly the girl is • 
ill. That bump just now sounded very much like some- 
body falling. She may have fainted.” 

Onc^ more Minnie showed an unv/onted hesitation 
Then, reluctantly, she raised her hand to knock again. 
At the same moment the dqpr opened to disclose Rose 
Petal, flushed and tousled, in her jadc-grcen wrapper. 

“ Oh, it’s you, Miss Blazer. So‘ sorry to keep you 
waiting. I was just getfing drcssdd.” ^ * 

“ That’s quite all right, Rose. I wou’t detain you. 

I only wanted to introduce ypu to Mrs. Pestle. Her 
daughter Cynthia will be joini/ig *us next week 
and ...” f 

There was a terrible crash as the wardrobe opposite 
the <£oor pitched forward to the floor, ejecting Captain 
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Viviaji Handspike of the Venerable Company gof 
Bombardiers, in his shirt-tails. % 

Mrs. Pestle screamed shrilly, aiyi even the imper- 
turbable Finnic gave back a pace. Rose, however, was 
entirely undisturbed. She raised the Captain from the 
ruins and drew him 1 forward, smiling coyly. 

“ Allow me tc^ntroduce my husband. I know it’s 
terrible naughty of tnc not to have told you, Miss 
Blazer, but Viviap and I were married in Lftndon 
yesterday afternoon. We were going to keep it secret 
until my birthday next month, because daddy said he 
wouldn’t® let me get mlrricd until I was nineteen. 
Bfut you know how it We simply couldn’t wait. 
And |s Vivian h js to go off to a fortnight’s firing-camp 
to-morrow, I just had to see him again before he 
went.” 

Minnie drew hcrscJf # up, more in sorrow than in 
anger. “ Well, really, TRosc, I don’t know what to 
say. *1 do think you might have shown more con- 
sideration for your parents and myself. And to invite 
your hftsband to* the school without my permission is 
most irregular. . . . However, since you and Captain 
Handspike hc^e Taken the matter into your ow%hands, 
I suppose there’s nothing mor£ to be done about it.” 

Then she smiled broadly and jjinched Rose on the 
c^cek. “ You’re g. naughty yojmg puss, that’s what^ 
you are. And I ought to be very, very cross with you. 
But Fin a sentimental old bo(iy, and always was.” 

She opened licr arms impulsively and gathered Rose 
and the Captain to h$r bosom. “ You’re a pair of 
rascals, and you boVi deserve a good spanking. Instead, 
I shall give you my blessing and ir^ wqjmest wishes for 
your futifre hapjfiness. Lat(^ on we’ll see if wc can 
find a bottle®of champagne to celebmt^thc occasion. 
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M-anjyhile Mrs. Pestle and I will run along and leave 
you to . . . er , yqur own devices.” 

Back in the drawing-room, Minnie poured her guest 
a farewell snorter. “ I’m afraid I owe you a,n apology, 
Mrs. Pestle. I hope you won’t thftik that we always 
do things so haphazardly at St. Goneril’s. But Rose 
was always a headstrong child.” 

Mrs. Pestle brushed the apology aside. “ That 
young man. Is he the Vivian Handspike ? The heir 
to the Handspike plastics organisation ? 

“ Certainly. Not! to mention the American fortune 
on his mother’s side.” 

“ And Miss Petal met hin^ ncre ? ” 

“ Why, yes. rfe came down for ovr FounderJ'. Day 
Ball in May. They’d n^ver seen one another before. t 
Quite a whirlwind courtship, as the saying goes.”* 

“ When did you say Cynjhia could come ? Next 
week ? ” 

“ By all means, Mrs. Pestle. She can start on Mbnday 
if it suits you.” 

Mrs. Pestle pulled on her gloves.^ ‘Si’ll have her here 
by Sunday evening.” • , 

A litf.le later Minnie was discussing me‘ t situation with 
Rose. “ You put rrfr in an extremely awkward 
position ; though I, must aefinit you handled the thing 
^uite brilliantly. Yqu’ll have to, make him mairy 
you now, of course. I hope you realise that.” f 
Rose waved a negligent hand. “J^on’t worry. 
He’ll come up to scratch. You can always rely on the 
Gunners. I hadn’t really intended t,o get yoked so 
soon ; but it’s got to be someone, sometime, I suppose, 
so it may as w«ll bq Vivian. He has the sweetest little 
toes and always shaves tjvice a day.* 

She heljoe$JXi£rself to another gin and tit a cigarette. 
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“ The only thing is, we must keep this quiet until my 
birthclay. I suppose I can stay on here a few* weeks 
longer ? ” 

“ Stay as long as you like, my cfear. Until the end 
of term if you wish, I shall love having you.” 

At this pressing ipvitatioii, Rose looked up sharply. 

“ What’s on ? Somebody going to get the sack again ? ” 

The ash fell off Minnie’s cigarette. “ Somebody 
going to get the sacTc ? I’m sure I don’t know* what 
you mean, jny dellr.” 

“ Then I’ll tell you. Mrs. Pestleis daughter is coming 
here yoi^ say. Well, w$’re full Ap. So that means 
somebody has got tcJ go .1 You’ve a good chance to get 
rid 0* me now, but you’r# not taking it. I ask myself 
wh> 

“Because you’re one of Ay favourite pupils, Rose, 
and a very good influence in •the school . . .” 

“ What you mean 1V Mrs. Pestle’s paying you to 
expel*somebody and make room for her brat. And if 
I leave there’ll be a genuine vacancy, and you won’t 
get yoiy blood money. How much is it ? Five hundred, 
as usual ? ” 

“ Really, RoA, you have the nastiest mind.’^ 

“ Don’t let’s beat about th» bush, Miss Blazer. I 
know exactly what’s beexj go tag on. I reckon you’ve 
made a couple of thousand out of sackings during the 
past year. Not th&t I’m blaming you. We all have itT 
live. ‘All I ^vant is ihy cut.” 

“ You abortinable child ! ”* 

“ You’ve got five hundred coming to you if I co- 
operate and sthy qn at St. Goneril’s. If I leave you 
get nothing. Let’s be realistic about Jt and split the 
differcnc#.” 

On her w^y out, Rose haJtcd abrqptly and pointed 
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to. a silver framed photograph standing on a ( side- 
table. *It depicted a lac|y in evening dress standing on 
one leg in a night-club. In her upraised right hand 
she grasped a broken bottle. Her disengaged foot was 
planted on the chest 'of a recumbent male whose head 
was covered with a table-Tiapkin.» 

“ I say, who’s this ? ” 

Minnie’s voice came frostily frqpn the far side of the 
room.* “ That is an old acquaintance of mine called 
Sophy Cleft. The man on the floor w?s a foreign 
ambassador with a f.iisplaced sense of humour. At the 
time that photograph was taken he had jusf made a 
remark about the British Moliarciiy. He never .made 
another.” 

“ Sophy Cleft ? Do you know, I’m certain I siw her 
when I had that week’s holiday in Bcllagio after, my ' 
nervous breakdown.” 

Minnie, who could never 'remain angry for long, 
joined Rose in front of the photograph. “ You* must 
be mistaken, my dear. Sophy Cleft passed out of 
circulation at least twenty years agp. In 1933 she 
took off for Borneo, a short head inf front of the bailifls, 
and h^y never been heard of since. *A'kich, perhaps 
is just as well.” 

“Really? Why?” 

Minnie held the door open and motioned Rose out. 

“ Because Sophy Cleft had a great deal in common 
with yourself . . . and ft one at d time mord than 
enough.” 
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General (‘ Splasher ’) Grummit was the best type of 
regular officer, '"Tiat is to say he was brave, intelligent, 
energetic, well-bred ^nd slightly mad. Moreover, like 
so many eminent soldiers, he had an unexpected 
hobby : embroidery. His exquisite work was widely 
renowned, and he was justly rated %he finest needleman 
in the British Army, if nJt in the British Isles. 

It ^as during the*firsi f j^art of his career, as a Field 
Gunner, thai. he earned his nicknamfi. In his view the 
basic purpose of a gun was to get rid of ammunition. 
“ I^you can’t kill the bastards,” he would advise his 
subalterns, “ at least Vrn can frighten ’em. So for 
God’s sake splash-it-aboVit-a-bit.” 

He •emerged from the first world war covered with 
ribbons. But during the inter- war years promotion 
was slow. Gruirynit was undismayed. He decided on 
a long-term poficy! Whilst others frantically sought 
»dvanccnynt*b}*going on couises, breaking the^f necks 
in regimental steeplechases anc> marrying the Colonel’s 
ugly daughter, he pressjd on with his petit-point. 
Furthermore, he distributed his masterpieces shrewdly. 
Many a high-ranking officer’s wife received a choicfc* 
fire-screen, *punter]?anc or ijeedle-picture. And his 
gift of a beautifully worked set of chair covers for the 
Officers’ Mess of the ^Venerable Company of Bom- 
bardiers was greatly esteemed. 

On the outbreak of the second ^orl<^ war he reaped 
his harvest. He f was promj^ly appointed Colonel of 
the V.C.B. ajid despatched with thafci^jgiment tf> the 
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Western Desert. There he splashed it aoout to such 
effect that he waul speedily given command of an inde- 
pendent armoured, brigade, and then a division. 
Thereafter there was no holding him. 

This July aftemooA he was enjoying himself hugely. 
Exercise Cross-stitch, a training-scheme involving 
thousands of troops and a large part of* England, was 
drawing to a close. After a weejc of utter confusion, 
the forces of Redland, under nis command, had lured 
the forces of Blueland into a highly Vulnerable position. 
It only remained td’ force a gap in his enemy’s right- 
centre, pour his arinour thrctagh it, and “ rtjll up the 
whole bloody issue like a ballVof string.” 

The last phase 6f the conflict was taking place on the 
vast open spaces of Druid’s Plain. Here the ElXishire 
Light Infantry were to mixe the gap, supported by the 1 
fire of the Venerable Co'mpany'of Bombardiers. And, 
in the interests of realism, livfc ammunition was being 
used. 

At this critical stage of the battle General Grummit 
decided to visit his old regiment antj. encourage them 
in their task of “ blasting the infunteers through the 
hole.” ’ , 

Captain Vivian Handspike, commander ol B Troop 
the V.G.B., was in a sweat. } 

For the past wecx life had been agreeable if con- 
fusing. With his signaller and his technical-assistant 
(a pair of highly efficient N.C.Oi) he had occupied a 
succession of forward observation posts Selected more 
for comfort than observation. The weather had been 
perfect. The Colonel’s gout had Jcept f him out of the 
way. There had been nothing to do but lounge in the 
sun, play cards, read magazines and brew-up. Occa- 
sionally, for tljejook of Aie thing, he ha<j passed a few 
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modi fire-orders back to the guns . then another 
brew-up. 

But now, suddenly, the battle had closed in on him. 
His observation post, behind a s^one wall on top of a 
hill, had become damnably over-populated. Without 
the slightest warning a flock of jeeps had bounced out 
of the blue, disgorging the Colonel, a battalion com- 
mander of the Elmjhire Light Infantry and two ex- 
ceedingly high-ranking referees. 

The situation was soon made painfully clear to 
Vivian. Very shortly the infantfy, now deployed in 
the vallfy below, v^jpuldJ start to attack up the rising 
grouAd opposite with a ’jiew to securing the summit. 
Unfortunately they were at present pinned down by 
machine-gun and mortar fye from the ruined farm 
buildings on the left o # f the ridge. It would be his job 
to bring all the guns ^f the V.C.B. to bear on this 
plague spot and destroy it. 

In ^effect, he was now the key-man of the entire 
Exercise Cross-stitch. For, if he failed to demolish 
the fartn buildiifgs 4 the referees would not allow the 
infantry to attack ; the ridge Would not be captured ; 
the vital i gaf> in the enemy’s centre would *not be 
forced ; and the cunning tactical trap developed by 
the Redland command would coijie to nought. 

• All this was disturbing enough. But Vivian had a far 
worsej problem on lys hands : the figure in sergeant’s 
uniform crouehing on the turS beside him. For to-day 
that uniform *did not contain his technical-assistant. 
Sergeant Cooper. It contained, instead, Rose Petal. 

It had all come ‘about quite simply. The previous 
evening it seemed to Vivian that the eAercise was 
flickering out. 6nly another day remained, and he 
was confident that nothing would nov£ atcuj to disturb 
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hi* week of peace and quiet. Furthermore, what* with 
the sunshine ancf thq. teflium, he was feeling the need 
of female company, t He therefore drove into the nearest 
village and telephone^ to Rose at St. Gonerirs. 

She, it turned out, was feeling equally frisky, and a 
rendezvous was arranged. She wbuld drive down to 
the battle area overnight and put up at the village inn. 
There Vivian would call for her in his truck when the 
regiment moved into action at first t light. She would 
change into Sergeant Cooper’s uniform dnd deputise 
for him throughout^ die last day of the exercise. 

Everything worked out perfectly, and by sfven a.m. 
they were cosily tucked awqv behind their stont wall 
in the middle of £JrukTs Plain. The signaller whipped 
up an excellent picnic breakfast, then tactfully installed 
his wireless set out of sigljt around an angle of the v.all. 

The morning passed blissfutfy. The bare hillside 
throbbed and shimmered under the blistering sun. The 
air was charged with the heady aroma of bur/it turf 
and hot thyme. Passion waxed with the mounting 
heat. 

There were only two disturbing factors, both due to 
Rose’s * determination to present a smart* am. 1 soldierly 
appearance worthy of t the Venerable Company of 
Bombardiers. In orficr to make her straps and pouches 
^fit snugly she had discarded her, brassiere, thereby 
suffering torments of tickling fro;|n her shirt, smgola, 
drab. Thus she was ?pt to start scratching ncrself 
madly at critical moments. Secondly, on hearing that 
Sergeant Cooper sported a fhugc bl^ack handlebar 
moustache, she had prudently provided herself with 
a replica from the. St. Goneril’s amateur theatrical 
wardrobe. This she wo^ clipped to her nostrils, nor 
could she b <y persuaded to remove it, even in the 
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extremity of love. In consequence, whenever he kis<jpd 
her, Vivian got a mouthful of|hojse!Air. 

At one o’clock they broke for luncheon. Rose had 
brought two flasks of iced hock and a lump of ham 
which they shared with the signaller. Meanwhile they 
watched with amusement the sweating infanteers 
deploying in the* valley below. At two o’clock they 
were settling down tq a passionate afternoon when the 
Colonel and his posse arrived. 

The lattes were flow standing in an impressive group 
by their vehicles. With hawk-liki^glances they stared 
across thf valley at the Opposite ridge. From time to 
time Jjhcy raised theft shcfoting-sticks and made jabbing 
motions towards enemy ferritory. Then they glared 
sternly, if a little blankly, at their cumbersome map- 
cas('£ covered with mazes of 'coloured pencil markings. 
Now one would sudd&ily whip his field-glasses to his 
eyes and bark a few elided phrases between tight lips. 
Now another would turn away and hack at the turf 
with his heel, his chin sunk on his breast as he grappled 
with the tactical problems of the moment. 

Waiting for his final orders, Vivian grew more and 
Tjiorc anxkiuai lie knew fiom bitter expcrience^xactly 
what would happen. He would have a mass of vague 
and conflicting advice tljrown at him, plus a terse 
command to get on with the job and look sharp 
about it. And if anything went wrong, he would be 
Joe d 

He tried to ^>ull himself together. The main thing 
was to finish his task quickly. As long as Rose kept in 
the background th^rc was a lair chance that no one 
would spot her. Disguised undgr hjjr tin hat and 
tremendous moustache she w^rnld, with any luck, pass 
muster as hi^ technical-assistant. IIe«tl^ust a book of 
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ray ge- tables into her hands and turned to meqt the 
Colonel. 

“ Well, now, Handspike, you know what you have 
to do. It’s up to you. Let’s see some quick, accurate 
ranging on to the target ...” 

They were interrupted by the rear of a. motor-cycle 
breasting the slope in rear. A moment later Splasher 
Grummit was amongst them. , Unorthodox in all 
thingrf, he had no time for staiT-cars and jeeps. When 
touring the battlefield, he invariably used a motor- 
cycle which he rodfj’with terrific dash and skill. 

His appearance was notewck'thy, belongings he did 
to the fancy-dress school of Genefals. This aftepioon 
he wore desert boots, pale lawn cordurqy r trousers, a 
tight sweater reaching almost to his knees, a battle- 
dress jacket, a dazzling Paisley silk scarf, and a yejlow 
woollen skull-cap with a Dushy , jjom on top. 

He was clearly in capital forln. He raised a negligent 
forefinger to the stiffly saluting group and callsd for 
the Forward Observation Officer. Vivian shambled 

up. . . : 

“ Now, my boy. You taking this little shoot ? ” 

“ Y(rj, sir.” 

“ What’s your name'? ” 

“ Handspike, sir.” 

“ Any relation to Tearaway Handspike of tjje 
Fifteenth R.H.A. ? ” " 

“ My uncle, sir.” 

“ Delighted to hear it. If you’ve got u quarter of his 
guts and gumption you’ll do ,yery nicely. Now, you 
know what’s on ? ” • v ' 

“ Yes, sir. j’vc got to bring the whole regiment 
down on the farm buildings and destroy thtm.” 

“ iSplendidyr And I’ll stay and watch you do it. 
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Once* a gunner, always a gunner. Just show these 
infanteers what the old V.C.B) ca»i d&.” 

As he settled himself on the ston« wall he glanced at 
Rose. “ Afternoon, Sergeant, ^amn fine moustache 
you’ve got there. ’A credit to the regiment and no 
mistake about.it.” 

The Colonel, who was feeling rather snubbed, 
advanced and offered his map-case. The General 
waved him away. 

“ No ! thinks, bot one of my own somewhere.” 

He delved into his trousers’ pocket and produced a 
tattered jnap screwed ujdjinto a tight ball. He shook 
it op'in with a shower of cigarette nubs and biscuit 
crumbs. 

“ Bfoody useless things, m^ps. JNever tell which way 
up Ijhey go. What I always sa^ is a good gunner don’t 
need maps. He shoots by instinct. However, they 
come in handy as pienrc napkins. Now, Handspike, 
get cricking.” 

Vivian braced his shoulders and passed his fire-orders 
to the signaller. ^Shortly afterwards there was a thud 
in the distance ^nd the first ranging round whistled 
cArerhead. $ Sfcc pairs of field-glasses focused t&n the 
farm buildings. There was aiVbther thud as the shell 
landed. But there was nothing to spe. Not the faintest 
pi*ff of smoke or dijst. 

Viv^rn swore under his breath. It was going to be 
a horribly difficult shoot In tfhis undulating country 
there was so nfuch dead ground. You could sprinkle 
rounds all over the plate and never see a burst. He 
dropped the rafige »by four hundred yards, with the 
same result. Cold sweat gathered^, his armpits. He 
must get a* round 6n the ground where he could see it 
and establish l*is line of fire. He droppfeheight hundred 
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and prayed earnestly. Again the sequence of f f hud- 
whistle-thud. Agai^i I he landscape remained un- 
disturbed. r 

He glanced around. The Colonel was glowering 
brutishly. The infantry officer wak smiling cynically. 
The two referees were politely locking £he other way. 
The General had folded his arms ton his chest and 
seemed to be fast asleep. 

Vivian clenched his fists and turned to his signaller. 
Then, as he opened his mouth to croak another order, 
Rose’s voice cut though the silence. 

“ For God’s sake splash-it-atoout-a-bit. Dron another 
thousand.” , 

The General Whirled around. “Who, said that?” 

e 

Rose came smartly to attention. “ I did, sir.’'* 

The General gave her a long penetrating s£are. 
Then, reaching forward, he ti^pped her lightly on the 
bosom with the back of his hand. 

“ And quite right too, Sergeant. Handspike, I 
recommend you to take the advice of your technical- 
assistant who seems to have a thorcugh grasp of the 
basic principles of gunnery.” 1 v 

Novwslightly delirious, Vivian gabbled outbids order* . 
The result was all th« c it could be desired. A rpund 
landed in full view on the opji osite slope. His confidence 
h immediately returned and lie quickly got a verified 
short bracket on the target. The concentrated f fire of 
the regiment was brought to bear, the farm buildings 
were destroyed and the infantry began” their advance. 
Exercise Cross-stitch would shortly end in a glorious 
victory for the forces of Redland. « 

The party bipke i^p and Splasher made for his motor- 
cycle. He kicked up t^e engine dhd settled himself 
in the saddle** Then he paused and pointed to Rose. 
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“ Sergeant ! Come here.” ^ 

Rose doubled forward and s$oo^ to^attention. The 
General spoke a few words that weyc drowned by the 
noise of the motor. Then something entirely unexpected 
happened. As he engaged the clutch, Rose jumped up 
behind him and was* whisked away over the crest in a 
cloud of dust and flying turf. 

Half an hour later they reached Nun’s Veiling, a 
secluded village on*the western edge of the Plain. The 
General swung his machine throug^ a pillared gateway 
and stopped in front of a| Queen Anne house standing 
ijn a galled garden. 

Rose dismounted, rubbrffg herself tdhderly. “ Thanks 
for the! ride. Now what ? ” 

bath first, I suggest. Then tea.” The General 
unlocked the door anfl boweel her in. “I’m afraid 
there’s nobody here to ldbk after us, but I’ve no doubt 
we shall manage.” 

Rose hesitated a moment, then crossed the threshold 
into a dim cool l^ill. “ Am I to understand that you 
own this place ? ” 

> “ I do. # Rath<* charming, don’t you think ? ^nd so 
' convenient. In the old days, when I was a Gunner, 
I spent so much time oij th£ Plain that I found it 
durable to have a civilised retfeat close at hand. 
Somewhere to relax at week-end? and get on with my 
needle-work. # I’vc kfcpt the place on ever since ; not 
that I manage to get down very often these days. 
However, there should l^e some pickled eggs and tinned 
stuff in the lard#r ; ^nd the cellar is quite respectable.” 

He led her upstairs and showed % her into a bedroom 
scented with pot-pourri. 

“ There’s bathroom ncxl door. • ^Icamvhilij I’ll 
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djg out some slacks and a shirt for you. They’ll be a 
bit big, I’m afraid, J?ut|a deal less ticklesome than that 
battle-dress. See you later.” 

After a long scalding soak, Rose returned to the 
bedroom where she? found a powder-blue silk shirt, 
grey flannels and a pair of Arab sandals. She was 
surprised, and a little vexed, to discover* that Splasher’s 
waist measurement was but two ( inches more than her 
own.* 

She joined him in the drawing-foom 14,'here he was 
busy at the tea-tr^,/. He had changed into civilian 
clothes by the simp'le expedient of taking off^his battle- 
dress jacket. Whilst he plied her* with plum cake and 
Lapsang SouchoAg she eyed him thoughtfully. 

He was a slasher and no mistake about it. Aknost a 
caricature of his type. * Crisp greying hair ; gmall 
sharp features ; remot? blue Lyes ; lean and rakish 
as a hunting cheetah. Hov/ old was he ? Must be 
around sixty she calculated, though he didn’t ^look a 
day over forty. And how lovely he smelt ; that blend • 
of dry warm skin, expensive soap an$ fresh laundry. 

He sank into the chair opposite to her and crossed his 
elegap^. legs. 

“ Well, I must say that for me at any rate this is a 1 
most unexpected pleasure}, If all training-schemes 
ended like this therd’d be some sense in being a solider. 
By the way, you still'have the advantage of me.” 

“ Petal. Rose Petal. And whilst we’re at it, (General 

f 

Grummit, I’d like to know ...” 

He held up a thin brow^ hand. “ Please. No 
formality. We’re off duty now. , C ? 11 me Splasher, 
won’t you ? Everybody does.” 

“ Thank you. What ^I’d like to dcnow ifc how you 
found out. £ thought my disguise was f pretty good.” 
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He* twinkled at her across tfte table. “ It was 
indeed, especially the whisker!. iBut* there were one 
or two small imperfections. Senior N.G.O.s in the 
British Army rarely spray themselves with Sueur 
eTExtase . Nor do they boast pneumatic bosoms.” 

“ H’m, I se^. Careless of me. And did you really 
mean what you said about Vivian Handspike ? ” 

“ What did I say ?•” 

“ That unless I went for a ride with you, you’d* have 
him cashiered.” 

“ Did I say that ? ” 

“ You did. Rather pc^kerly of you, I think.” 

“ Insure you I dfdn’t mean it. As a matter of fact, 
I took qui?fc» a f^pey to tne boy. Ihat was a capital 
little Aioot he did, once you’d put him on the right 
line:* I shall see that he gets promotion without delay.” 

“ Then why did you say such a nasty thing ? ” 

“ Because I so much wanted to make your acquain- 
tance, ^and that seemed the quickest way to set about 
it.” 

Rose wriggled slightly. “ I still think it was horrid 
of you to threa^n like that. Why couldn’t you ask 
ifle to tea#ricfcly,*in a civilised manner ? ” 

“ If I had, would you have Accepted ? ” 

Rose blushed, fluttered Sier eyelashes and examined 
hmr tea-leaves. 

“ V^ell, would you? Come, now, would you? ” 

She looked ^ip ana gave hijn a bone-melter. “ Of 
course I woulcP, Splasher. The moment I saw you I 
thought you were a perfect pet. Especially in that 
little woollen cJjs vith the bobble on top.” 

Later they played duets on th^pia^jo. Then they 
walked r<?und th? garden a^fd picked roses for each 
other. Then iliey drank a lot of gin/ 
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.When Rose came' down into the hall after tidying 
herself for dinner, the General was at the telephone. 

“ Is that the Nun’s* Repose? This is General Grummit 
speaking. I want you to reserve a single room for a 
Miss Petal, to-night/ And see that* sheets are properly 
aired ...” # 

A warm hand closed over his hand and took the 
instrument. 

“ Hello. You can cancel that reservation. It won’t 
be needed. The nun will be reposing ekewherc.” 

Rose awoke at ten a.m. Presently she heated herself 
up on one elbow and smiled aown lovingly at herniate. 
He lay flat on hfs back with his haijds erased on his 
breast. Even in his sleep he looked trim an<f alert. 
What a ducky he was iji his white silk pyjamas. *And 
no man had any right to such fabulous eyelashes. She 
roused him with a sharp burst of kisses. 

In due course they began to think about breakfast. 
“ We’ll eat on the verandah,” said the General. 
“The coffee will be ready in a quarter of an hour. 
You’ll find a spare drossing-gown m tVe wardrobe.” 

“ Splasher, darling ! ” 

He paused in the ddorway. “ Yes, my love ? ” 

“ You haven’t forgotten the promise you made last 
night?” 

“ What promise ? ” f 

“ About making Vivian a Major.” _ 

“Oh, yes, I remember. But that # was last night. 
I’ve changed my mind since then.” 

Rose sat bolt upright. “ Wha!; tl?e devil do you 
mean ? ” 

He have her a sparking smile and blew Yier a kiss. 
“ Exactly wh/c'I say. Last night I thQught I’d have 
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him promoted Major. This monjing I’ve decided to 
have him made full Colonel.” 

When she came through the french windows on to 
the verandah he started to his feet and knocked over 
the cream jug. Fof Rose was not wearing one of his 
spare dressing-gowns# Instead she was wrapped in an 
elegant pearl-pink' peignoir of satin and lace. 

<c My dear girl, w^cre on eartfi did you get that 
from ? 99 

She sat down slo\My and gave him a cold stare across 
the coffee-pot. 

“ I found it tucked awa't at the back of the wardrobe. 
And what I’d like fb know is where did you get it 
from?” 

“ I •haven’t tfie faintest idea. I simply can’t 
imagine . . .” 

“ Indeed ? Then this*may help to jog your memory.” 

She indicated the deliJktely embroidered monogram 
over h«r left breast. “ S. C. That’s what it says. 
S. C.” 

“ Good God. Jf. must be Sophy’s.” 

Rose took a sjp St her coffee and lit a cigarette, 
“ifou refej^ I«ass*ime, to Miss Sophy Cleft? ” 

At this the General’s astoifishment exceeded all 
bounds. 

“ But . . . but how did you guess ? What do you 
know about Sophy Tuieft ? ” 

Rose diopp<jjl anofticr lump^of sugar into her cup. 
“ You’d be surprised. Indeed I’m beginning to feel 
that she and I are quitc^old Iriends.” 
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Uncle Ned's Postbag was the curreiK smajh-hit of British 
television, eclipsing even the quiz-games, the cookery 
lessons and the ball-and-hooi maniacs. 

Tffe basic idea was simple enough : a weekly half- 
hour programme dealing with the intiirtate problems 
of family life. Itsf'stupendous success was due to the 
arresting personality of ‘ Tfhe Fireside Philosopher ’ 
himself. 

Uncle Ned was presented as a vcnprablertrustic wise- 
acre seated in a rocking-ghair beside a humble hearth. 
He wore a tasselled ^moking-cap, a smock with a 
spotted neckerchief, corduroy trousers tied below the 
knee with binder-twine, and hob-nailed boots. A 
fringe-type beard festooned his jaw from ear«*o ear. 
A corkscrew ash-plant lay between his knees. His left 
hand grasped a charred cherrywood pipe. His right 
reposed upon a family bible. 

His*Stylc fitted his appearance. Selecting one of the 
week’s problem-letter^' he read it aloud in a gravelly* 
voice thickened by a Wcso Country burr. Then he 
meditated awhile, pq fling at his pipe, nodding his hfad 
and even spitting into the grate if the conundriyn were 
especially knotty. Fin?lly he delivered, his advice, not 
as one addressing an audience of millions, but rather 
as one soliloquising by his owra fireside in the eventide 
of life. 

The tone wrs southing and homely, touched up with 
shafts of pawky humourt and quaint 'countrified phrases, 

mafiy of which had already passed jiito the daily 
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vocabulary of the viewing public. I The emphasis was 
on shrewd common sense combine! wfth warm human 
understanding ; the whole based upon sound Christian 
principles. Nor was he ever at a loss. Grumpy hus- 
bands, embittered waves, frustratecf boy-friends, anxious 
girl-friends : fijr gno and all he had a ready remedy 
drawn from his fund of earthy wisdom. 

But the crowning touch was the mystery surrounding 
his identity. To the great public he was Uncle* Ned 
and nothing fnore. *Who was he ? Where did he come 
from ? What of his private life M The subject was 
endlessly debated across Junnumbered supper tables. 
Speculation was rif? in Jhe popular press. Some 
maintained>that j^e was a genuine £buntry bumpkin. 
Others* opined that he was a notorious film-star in 
disguise ; or, better still, a celebrated member of the 
Opposition front bench.* But all to no purpose. Uncle 
Ned remained a mystery . . . and a national figure 
of the first magnitude. 

Sir Roland Gander was a particularly ardent fan 
and never missed A Poitbag, come wliat might. 

This July even^ig Tic was giving a large dinner party, 
aiftl his gi»stf htfd been forced to bolt their fcod at 
'top speed in order to get to tfle set in time for the 
programme. They were • all in eighteenth-century 
costume, for later tjjcy were going on to the masked 
ball at^Cantaloup Hcjuse : a much publicised charity 
affair under th§ patronage of 'J'om Brown who hoped 
to get a knigntllbod out of it. 

At last Sir Retard switched off the set and allowed 
the coffee and flqu *urs to come in. He cut a fine 
figure in his powdered wig, brocade^coat^ ’'nee-breeches 
and silk stSckings.* 

“ No, I frapjvl) confess I’ve no idea^vjjio he is. 4’ve 
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made enquiries herrf and there, but the secret very 
well kept. I with Ilcould find out, for I would like to 
congratulate him personally. In my view, he is more 
than a mere entertainer. He is a most Beneficial 
Influence in the life of the nation*. In these days of 
shoddy sensationalism and lurid t . ..” 

“ Beneficial influence my foot/ muttered Piers 
Gaveston. “ If you ask me, Ur\flc Ned is just a half- 
bakeS. yokel with a damn good script-writer behind 
him.” 

He had manoeuvred Louise into a convenient comer 
where he could work havoc J^ith the brandy and peer 
at leisure into the breath-taking dccolletage pi her 
Lancret shepherdess gown. 1 

“ Whatever he is,” replied Louise, “ Pm certlin he’s 
no yokel. Did you notice that close-up of his •right 
hand to-night ? ” 

“ Not particularly. Why 

“ The bones were as fine as a woman’s, ^or do 
yokels customarily wear antique Aztec rings on their 
little fingers. If you’d been paying attention to the 
screen instead of gloating over ihy peninsulars you’d 
have shotted it. A really lovely thirtg if*. tfce shape%of 
a plumed serpent ; ^a # proper museum piece.” 

“ You’re very observant* What’s your guess ? ” 

“.I suspect he is ^ man of breeding with cultivated 
tastes. And in view of his talent for saying jiothing 
whatsoever at great lepgth, I concludg that he is, or 
was, connected with the Diplomatic Service. Further- 
more, I’ve a notion he’s a siyzling old rackapclt . . . 
and just my cup of tea.” 

IipL due course Sjr Roland and his party arrived at 
Cantaloup House. Th(|j vast ballrobm, lit by fabulous 
chafideliers, waS a dazzling spectacle, Jfor weeks past. 
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the o&asion had been diligently whooped-up with 
every device of modem publicity. 'Some five hundred 
customers, in gorgeous silks and black dominoes, were 
shambling round the parquet. like number were 
swarming at the buffets or recuperating in the sitting- 
out 100ms. 

Louise took her dancing seriously and never consented 
to go on the floor until well flushed with liquor. She 
was fuelling-up with Piers Gaveston at the champagne- 
bar when her atten\ion was attracted by an elegant 
gentleman standing n profile on Fcr left. He was a 
pleasure to look at. } 

Sligljtly built, of # middling height, he wore his 
costume wich incqmparabre grace, fiis features were 
fine and aquiline, his mannej suave and nonchalant. 
From time to time he delicately took snuff. He was 
the centre of a sizaebl* mixed group who seemed to 
find his conversation greAtly entertaining. 

Louk* edged nearer. As soon as she got within 
earshot her interest redoubled, for the gentleman was 
discoursing fluently in at least four foreign tongues. 
She identified Flinch, Spanish,* Italian and Russian 
in^as mam* irflnufts. 

# Presently the band began to*play a Strauss waltz, 
whereupon he cocked an «ar,~ ripped off a burst of 
lisping Castilian at g. pneumatic jnunette and steered 
her towards the ballijiom. Louise instantly grabbed 
hold of Piers aryl set off' in pursuit. 

As she had guessed, the polyglot was a notable 
performer. The floor was atrociously crowded, and 
his partner was At lenst three stone heavier than him- 
self, but in spite of these handicaps«he whirled his way 
through th% thronjf with neveA a check or a collision. 

Suddenly, glancing around, he caugffi light of LcAiise 
t.i.t.k — 3 ” 
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staring at him ovr Piers’ shoulder. He promptly 
changed direction, Swooped through the ruck and drew 
alongside. For a long moment a pair of glittering blue 
eyes inspected her through the slits of the mask. Then, 
with a flashing smile, he twirled away. Louise glanced 
down at herself. She had the curious feeling that she 
was stark naked. 

By midnight she was heanfly sick of the whole 
affair. With the sole exception of Piers Gaveston, who 
was now fighting drunk, all the men shv, had tangled 
with were crashin^bores. The wine was bad, the food 
worse, the atmosphere suffr v :ating. And new she was 
trapped at the bar by Tom Brown who looked like a 
pantomime flunkey in his lancy-dress. 

She was refusing for the tenth time his pressing 
invitation to share a week-end at Brighton when a 
waiter came up and gave her a folded slip of paper. 

‘ Adorable creature, I awcLt you at the front door. 
Do not fail me. My heart is in your hands.’ «• 

Louise did not hesitate. She picked up her handbag 
and gave Tom Brown a smile tha. chopped him off 
at the knees. 

“ IVxi so sorry, I shall have to le&ve yo^. Will ybu 
please tell Sir Roland that I’ve been called away on 
urgent private business. And I hope it keeps fine for 
you at Brighton.” 

She snatched her wrap from the cloakroom darted 
across the hall and emerged into the sultry summer 
night. A black Bristol was standing St the kerb with 
the door open. A hand reached out and beckoned. 
She ran down the steps and got La. 

“ Well, here I 2 n.” She thrust her cupped hands 
towards him. “ And hire’s your 16st property.” 

Delicious'* ravishment. You speak in riddles.” 



THORN IN THE FLI^H 37 

“ Yotor heart. You advised me itiwas in my hands.” 

“ Pray keep it as a humble token of ri fy affection and 
esteem.” 

“ It is worth having ? ” 

“ By and large, P think it is. *A little love-worn, 
perhaps, a little ^chipped around the edges. But 
tender, I promise you, and full of good reading.” 

They shot out of Mayfair and turfted up Park Lane. 

“ Where are we going ? ” asked Louise. “ Or is*it a 
mystery tour iW” 

“ We’re bound for Monk’s Frisking.” 

“ Is that*a place ? Or ahiew parlour game ? ” 

It is my family sc*t in the heart of Elmshire where 
I pass my declining years raring fat c£ttle and playing 
the orgjtfi in the village church.” 

“ Isn’t it rather a long way lit this time of night ? ” 

“ Nowhere is a long vflay in a car like this . . . and 
with a girl like you.” 

“ That may be. But I have to be at work at nine 
o’clock to-morrow morning.” 

“ Don’t give it a second thought. I telephoned your 
excuses to Rolo’s f^it before we lefj . Your grandmother 
in Ampney # C*icis* has had a fit and you’ll be^away 
Antil Monday.” 

“ You think of everything How did you know that 
I wprk for Sir Roland ? ” 

“ My # dear girl, everybody knotvs Louise Gale, Sir 
Roland Gander’j secretary.” 

“ Obliged, I’n sure.” 

“ But it’s true. You’re ^ie talk of the town, especially 
since Tom Brow* tr»<:d to buy you for five thousand 
pounds.” 

Louise p&lled off her domiifo. “ As "you know so 
much about me there’s not much sensed wearing this 
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thing any longer, i And I really think it’s? about 
time . . .” 

“But of cours5.” He unmasked with a flourish. 
“ Evelyn Chancery at your service.’ 9 

She gave him a keen sidelong glance. He chuckled 
and shook his head. 

“ No, my dear. You won’t recognise me. There was 
a time when these haggard features enjoyed a certain 
renown. But when Evelyn Chancery was in his hey- 
dey, you were in the nursery.” 

At two o’clock They reached Monk’s Frisking, passed 
through a pillared gateway, and stopped m front of a 
comfortable redbrick house. 

Evelyn led her into his private snuggery and pushed 
the sofa nearer to thc^ fire still glowing in tuie open 
hearth. Flasks, sandwiches and a grog-tray stood on a 
side table. 

“ I hope they’ve left southing eatable. . . . The 
servants, by the way, sleep out.” 

“ Of course. They always do.” 

“ Is that intended as a barbed r "tort ? ” 

“ Not at all. Just a plain statement of fact. I seem 
to have a disturbing effect on sen antes. x.Whcnevt>r I 
come in at the front door, they fly out at the back. * 
She nodded towards the jtable. “ I notice there are 
two of everything. Your staff must include crystal- 
gazing amongst their duties.” 

“My housekeeper Js an optimist.. What will you 
have ? ” 

“ I’d like a long weak ’j/hisky-and-water to start 
with.” 

“ A capital notipn. I’ll join you.” 

He brought the tumblers across and stood looking 
dcflvn at he* in the soft light of the single standard 
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lamp. ^Relaxed against the cushions, ^ie had a really 
good view of him for the first time without his mask. 
He was a stylish old rip and no •mistake about it. 
And how old was h<; ? If he were* a contemporary of 
Rolo he must be verging on sixty. But in this light, 
at any rate, get away with ten years less. 

These professional town-rakes, it seemed, were com- 
pletely fireproof. 

He bowed and switched on his demoralising smile. 
“ To your very goo<f health, Louise*” 

As he lifted the glass tojiis lips ffis right hand came 
into the fifll light of the Jfcmp, whereupon Louise sat 
bolt upright, her eyes wid^ her lips agape. Then she 
raised her own gh*ss. 

“ An& to yours, Uncle Ned.* 

He started so violently thatjialf his drink slopped 
into her lap. 

“ Good God ! How dfft you guess ? ” 

“ Jusi*a keen eye for detail. That ring. They did a 
close-up of your hand in to-night’s programme. I 
noticed it at once. f 

“ How very earless of me.” 

I agretf. You*ve poured half a bottle of Vhisky 
on to my stomach.” 

“ I say, I’m most terribty sorry. * Let me fetch you 
a napkin to mop up»with ...” 

“ Dor’t bother. It’# beyond mopping.” 

“ But you cafi’t sit there in *1 wringing-wet frock.” 

“ I don’t intend to. If you’ll help me with these 
hooks I’ll take it off. I Shall be losing it very shortly, 
anyway.” 

“ What §. semitye girl you are.”* 

“ Don’t say that. I can’t biar it.” 

“ But why r*)t ? ” 
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“ Because thp la$ time I was called a sensible gill I 
was gravely disappointed.” 

There was a ru'jtle of taffeta. 

“ Good. You did that very nicely.” 

“ Thank you. I’m not normally a clumsy man, you 
see. It was just that you shook me v i<f p open with that 
Uncle Ned stuff. Are you sure you won’t be chilly 
like that?” 

“ Not at all. Silk stockings are surprisingly warm.” 

She lit a cigarette and stretched out oh the sofa. 

“ Well, tell me about it.” 

“ There’s not much to tV 1, really. I always had a 
knack for impersonations and mimicry. In fact when 
I was Third Secretary in Madrid way back in . . .” 

“ So you were in the diplomatic Service ? ” 1 

“ Yes. Until I went into the fish export trade. 
However, that’s another story. As I was saying, I have 
always had a taste for cutting capers in fancy-dress ; 
and some months ago, at a week-end party, I was 
urged to give my celebrated rendering of a rustic 
gaffer. Unbeknownst to me, one'' of the guests was 
Humbold-Hanker the television tycton. He had me 
on the test-bench within twenty-four note, and** in 
due course we hatched up the Postbag. It’s quite good 
fun, I must say. The letters I get. You wouldn’t 
believe it.” " 

“ They’re really genuine ? Y ou don’t mal e them 

up ? ” ' 

“ Make them up ! My dear child, ‘to invent a post- 
bag like Uncle Ned’s you’d 'have to be a mixture of 
Dostoevsky, the Marquis de Satie and Ghodcrlos de 
Laclos. They’re genuine all right.” 

“ Even that one last ( lveek from the outraged Nanny 
whWse little daPiing jabbed her in the bottom with a 
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hatpin every time she bent down to mend the 
fire ? ” 

“ That one I can certainly voi^ch for, since it is 
drawn from my own experience. So large and soft and 
inviting it was. I just couldn’t resist it. No wonder I 
got my fencing btye at Oxford. Some more whisky ? ” 

“ Yes, a lot •more. Tell me, why arc you keeping 
yourself a mystery ? ” 

Evelyn raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “ Wbuld 
you have me^a Ch^icery of Monk’s Frisking, parading 
myself before the rabble as a condition buffoon ? My 
ancestors # would rotate i>J their graves like so many 
teetotums.” 

“ You’re very fastidious/* 

“ A gentleman has a duty towards himself and his 
peers. In more civilised tim?^, if a man of breeding 
set up as author he always did so under a pen-name. I 
see no reason to depart j>om that practice when facing 
the car^eras.” 

“ Then I fail to understand why you bother with the 
thing at all. It can’t be the fees they pay you, because 
we all know whaf they aren’t, ^nd you don’t cash in 
oif the side* by endorsing fountain-pens and cigarette- 
lighters. And working anonynfously you don’t even 
get the fun of personal no&ricty.” 

He wagged a reproving forefinger. “ You’ve been 
absorbjpg too much f)r. Johnson who, being both a bore 
and a boor, is np fit company for charming little ravish- 
ments. Mone} - is not the only reason for an artist’s 
exercising his talents . 

The grandfather (dock in the comer struck three. 

“ . . . and talking of exercise ?*” 

Twenty minutes later Louise climbed into# the 
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commodious four-poster, propped herself agaiist the 
pillows and examined the books on the night-table. 
Suddenly she macjp a grab and came up with a slim 
volume in a brilliant yellow wrapper. Love In Our 
Time, by Rupert Thom. 

‘ Love in our time 

Is a rusty tin grown through with grass 
In the deserted corner ofa brickyard. 

And dust whipped in the eyes . 

She was interiVjpted by a whiff of heliotropes. 
Evelyn, freshly shaved and wrapped in a robeof watered 
silk, had emerged from his dressing-room. He t looked 
over her shouldei . 

“A rusty tin grown through with grass, indeed! 
You like that sort of stuif ? ” 

“ I haven’t had time to find out yet, but I like the 
author.” 

“ Really ? You know him ? ” 

“ I have made his acquaintance.” 

“ May I ask where you met him'? ” 

“ In bed.” 

“ Naturally. But where ? ” 

“ In Bellagio, last June.” 

“ What was he doing thefc ? ” 

“ Acting as local nost to a travel agency and polish ng 
up the script of his forthcoming vcrsc-drama c in five 
acts.” She looked up from the book. “ Why arc you 
so interested in him, anyway ? Do you 'know him too ? ” 
“ He happens to be my nephew.” 

“ I say, what fun.” t o 

“ You t^iink 1 so ?„He didn’t tell you his future plans, 
did he ? dicase don’t tkink that I’m being’ inquisitive. 
It’strjust that whenever Rupert returns to Eneland all 
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his relatives go abroad. We find it sa^es a great deal 
of wear and tear.” 

“ I’m sorry I can’t help you. I ofcly spent one night 
in his company, and that was entirely devoted to 
correcting the script of The Jetman's Revenge .” 

“ That I find cHffimilt to believe.” 

“ Not half so*difficult as I do.” 

She lay back, her Jiands linked behind her head. 
“ Well, Uncle Ned ? Shall we try and get some polish 
on that rusty tin ? ” 

Next morning. 

“ U^cle Ned . . . 

“ For God’s sal^e stop calling me Aat, Louise. My 
name is Evelyn, and I prefer ^o be addressed as such. 
What is it you want now ? Because if so, you’ve had it.” 

“ I was merely going *to observe what a funny place 
to be tattooed. Was it '&ry painful ? ” 

<c Extremely. I couldn’t sit down for a fortnight.” 
“ But, darling, it’s beautiful . Let me see. Two 
hearts transfixed Ity an arrow, and a lot of writing. 
What does it say 2 E.C. in one, and S.C. in the other 
. .•. E.G., fthftt’s *you, of course. Evelyn Chancery. 
And S.C. ? Who was S.C. ? ” 

“ The most enchanting woman I have ever known. 
Th# only woman I % was ever in serious danger of 
marryiijg. The inimjjable, the one and only Sophy 
Cleft.” 

“ But of course. 1 might have guessed it.” 

“ How could you haw possibly guessed it ? Why, 
you can’t ever J*ave heard of her. Sophy has been 
lost to human ken for the past twenty ye%rs a^id more.” 

“ So I understand from Sh* Roland Ganger. But 
I’m beginning^to recognise the symptftAs. Whenever 
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you old roustabouts suddenly go all maudlin ailti sink 
your voices to a love-sodden whisper, there’s one thing 
and one thing ontyin the wind : Sophy Cleft. I keenly 
look forward to making her acquaintance.” 

“ Then I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. In view 
of her long silence one can only conclude that poor 
Sophy has passed on. She was a very rowdy girl.” 

Louise shook her head. “ I len’t believe it. Judging 
by her playmates, Sophy Cleft is indestructible.” 
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Malmsey Close, * Sophy Cleft’s country retreat, was 
a charming thhtched cottage standing in two acres 
of heavily wooded grovnds. A trunlc-road from London 
to the south coast pierced the village of Malfnsey 
Hautboys ; but the* Close, islandecj in green serenity, 
might have been three hundred Smiles from the city 
instead of«only thirty. 

Sophy was hard at*work in a canopied swing-seat on 
the lawn, by the edge of €. large lily-pond. Balanced 
in her lap was a portable typewriter which she operated 
with great rapidity and ina£cpracy by means of the 
hunt-and-peck method.* On a table at her right hand 
were a tumbler of Peijod, a pile of foolscap and a 
smouldying cigar. Nearby on the grass lay some 
battered packing-cases, and a brindled bulldog snoring 
horribly. 

As the clock oyer* the stables, chimed five, she put 
asMe her ’*ia«hins. and extracted a crumpled* cable- 
form from the shambles on the table. 

‘ Regret delayed until Tjiudday. Bogged down in 
blood and lust. Rupert.’ 

Sophy shook her # head and murmured fondly. 
“ The darling • boy. His Uncle Evelyn all over 
again.” 

Her reflections were interrupted by the sound of a 
car stopping at ^he front door. A few moments later 
Rupert appeared around the angl% of tjpe ryjase. He 
was a noteworthy %ight. His *kull was wrapped in a 
cap of white bandages. A plaster cast* leased his*left 
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ankle and foot,pexposing only the naked toes, fie was 
supported on a pair of crutches. 

Sophy rose from^ier seat and scrutinised him thought- 
fully. “ Well, my tyoy, all I can $ay is this : whoever 
she was, she wasn’t worth it.” 

“ Agreed.” 

“ One of those indefatigable Latiiis, I suppose ? 
They never know where to dr.’\tf the line.” 

“'On the contrary. A Scandinavian.” 

“ Oh dear ! Ev,en worse. Whdn they 'draw the line 
it’s always a viciottJ circle.” 

She settled him tenderly pn a chair and gave him a 
drink. “ And now let’s hear all* about it, omitting no 
detail however scabrous.” v 

“ I’m afraid there’s little to tell. Before we had 
time to foster our friendship her husband threw me 
over the balcony. Such a big, cross man.” 

“ Was it very high ? ” v 

“ The balcony was. The ground seemed rather low.” 

* Tell me, what does one do on the way down ? 
is it really true that the whole of ol.e’s past life unfolds 1 
itself in 3-D Technicolor ? ” ' 

“ I 'prayed. Quite deafcningly. -Hence my freedom 
from serious injury.” * 

“ I should have thought , a bashed skull and a broken 
ankle were serious enough.” > 

Rupert flashed a glittering smile out of his ( mask of 
sun-tan. “ A grazed temple and a, sprained ankle. 
No more.” » 

“ Then why all the bandages and the plaster cast ? ” 

“There’s money in it. At lead I > hope so. Work- 
man’s cop .pcy satio 1 and all that. I propose to mulct 
the Marco Polo travel* agency for injuries' received in 
thd course of'nVy professional duties. I’ve got a really 
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splendid medical certificate from the ]f>cal quack. In 
return for a ten pc: cent, commission he was prepared 
to fix me up with anything from iApacted bunions to 
the Black Death. Nothing like * knowing the right 
people.” 

“ And for how*lon£ do you intend to go about like 
an exhumed zombie f ” 

“ Only until to-moirow morning when I shall call 
on my late employers and threaten them with a 
thumping gr&t action for damages « Supported by my 
medical certificate, I exp # ect to thieve a handsome 
settlcmcnt # on the spot.” 

“ I fcope you succeed. f That fancy-dress must be 
most exhausting though >ou manage those crutches 
very cleverly, I notice.” f 

“ But of course. I always us§ them when travelling. 
Wonderful the service and attention one gets. Porters, 
waiters, stewards, cus#4fns officials, they can’t do 
enough.^ Why, I haven’t stood in a queue or carried 
my own bag since I left school. It restores one’s faith 
in human nature.’ f 

The bulldog, meanwhile, had been nuzzling away at 
Rupert’s heft-e^oct*; 

“ Adolphe seems to have taker? quite a fancy to you,” 
said Sophy. “You should* be flattered. Normally he 
reserves judgment ufitil he’s sampled the bouquet of 
the visitor’s blood.” 

“ He’s licked# most of the ppint off my toe-nails,” 
replied Rupcit testily. “ Extremely annoying. Now 
I shall have to do them Ml over again.” 

He rummaged in r nis jacket pocket and ^produced a 
camel-hairbrush ajid ^ bottle (jf Stocking Fwk varnish. 
Then, with the utmost concentration, he fell to renewing 
the lacquer on^the toes piotiuding fr^ijt ftic plaster Jast. 
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“ I find this fkeeps up my morale,” he explained. 
“ Like dressing for dinner in the angle and shaving 
twice daily at the* 1 North Pole. One must present a 
smart and soldierly Appearance at .‘all times.” 

He glanced up. The bulldog was edging forward 
again, his jaws slavering at the Sight of the glistening 
enamel. 

“JVould you awfully mind' getting rid of that 
hound ? He’ll be at me again in half a second, and 
this is my last bottte.” 

Sophy slapped the dog on the haunches and gestured 
towards the house. “ Tea, r Adolphe, tea ! ’*■ 

Rupert watched the animal waddle away aijd then 
resumed his work. “ An agreeable beast. Though 
why you call him Adolphe I can’t imagine.” 

“ Because, like the hero of Constant’s masterpiece, 
il trouve qu’aucun but ne vaut la peine d’aucun effort. 
In fact he’s so damned idle th t when the sparks from 
the fireplace set him alight he just lies there grumbling 
and smouldering until someone finds time to extinguish 
him.” 

“Sensible fellow,” -said Rupert. I must talk to 
him abbut the advantages of using <5rutcfieSi” 1 

At this point a curious procession emerged from the 
house. First came .Adolphe*, shambling backwards and 
growling peevishly, ,his teeth locked in the skirt Ox’ a 
raw-boned parlour-maid. She, , ; n turn, was tottering 
backwards, tugging at, the handle of <a heavily laden 
tea-wagon. From time to time the ti'olley baulked on 
the uneven ground, causing the entire outfit to jag to 
a halt like a shunting train ; whbreuJ^on Adolphe set 
all in motr-lin pnce Anore with a sharp heave, a vicious 
snarl and^a rending of mack poplin. 

Sfephy watcfcd$ r the performance with a happy smile. 
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“ You? know, that dog’s better thai^ a major-domo. 
Every meal appeirs dead on time T . . though the 
servants never seem to stay very long, I’m afraid. So 
few people, nowadc ys, are really fond of animals.” 

After tea, Rupert stoked up his pipe and lay back in 
his chair. “ We\|, how’s the book going ? I hope you 
haven’t been lasting your time, because I’ve already 
sent a warning letter Jo Shajmus Slflndle, my publisher, 
telling him that he can expect something interesting in 
the near futile.” 

Sophy indicated the writing Equipment and the 
packing-c^ses. “ I haven't lost a moment since I got 
home. I’ve turned out all my old letters and keep- 
sakes, and I’ve been making sonfe random notes. 
Nothing elaborate. Just a few jottings about outstanding 
episodes. You might care romance through them.” 

Rupert plunged eagerly into the wad of typescript. 
As he read, his enthusiast steadily increased. He leaned 
forward over the table, turning the pages as fast as his 
eyes could absorb the print. Low whistles, delighted 
snorts, gasps of Amazement escaped his lips. Re- 
peatedly he flung himself back 4 in his seat, racked by 
agonising belly-laughs. 

“ It’s tr .mendous, Sophy ! Absolutely shattering ! 
This is just what we nee£ to set Shamus agog. I’ll 
leave it with him first thing to-morrow morning so 
that h§ can read it through befofe we lunch together. 
Unless I’m mufh mistaken, 1 shall find him whirling 
round the Minerva like a giant pin-wheel.” 

Presently Rupert settled down to a more detailed 
study, pausing ^reqwently to make copious notes. At 
last he looked up. 

“ You l&iow, tlfere’s one tiling that strik^ me very 
forcibly about all this. You’ve summarised some* two 
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dozen incidentSL here, and in every case the leading 
characters are the same. There’s /ourself, of course ; 
and my Uncle Evelyn who, I’m oelighted to note, is 
always well up with^the hounds ; [and this Rolo fellow 
who keeps coming out of sinks of iniquity even faster 
than he went in ; and someone called Minnie who 
habitually raffles her knickers in aiU of deserving 
charities ; and, finally, there’s "he man Splasher who 
dedicates his life to needlework and tossing poached 
eggs into upper-clqss bosoms.” 

“ Of course the tiLmc names keep popping up,” said 
Sophy. “ The incidents I f \iave related there are all 
culled from the hey-day of my Career, the nineteen- 
twenties and ea^iy thirties^ At that time there were 
five of us who were absolutely inseparable. Myself, 
Evelyn Chancery, RoJ^ Gander, Minnie Blazer and 
Splasher Grummit. I don’t w*ant to boast, but I can 
assure you that we enjoyed \> global reputation. Our 
sunny dispositions and infectious high spires were 
renowned from Maidenhead to Mogador. When 
Sophy’s circus topped the horizon, Vhe local bars took 
their doors off the hii\ges, the Brilish Consulate put up 
the shifters, and all right-thinking parents locked tlfcir 
offspring in the cellar! ’ 

She sighed profoundly. And look at us now ! It 
hardly bears thinlang of. Myself cultivating piize 
roses and sleeping in a single 4 bed. Rolo Gander a 
cabinet minister. Minnie Blazer headmistress of St. 
Goneril’s. Splasher Grummit almost u Field Marshal. 
And your Uncle Evelyn, television’s Uncle Ned.” 

“ What ! What did you say ? *1 *> 

Obliviowi of his crutches, Rupert soared out of his 
chair as / rowclled by k scorpion. 4 C 

‘*But, my dk&r^boy, surely you knew ? ” 
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“ How could I know ? I’ve been ^proad for tver a 
year. And, if it :omes to that, how do you know ? 
According to the English newspapers, the identity of 
Uncle Ned is one nf the darkest # mysteries of modem 
times.” 

“ Not to me. *t sticks out like a choirboy’s ears.” 

“ But what Evidence have you ? ” 

“ The evidence of jny own eyes. 1 saw Evelyn do 
that act twice nightly for a solid! month in the CatnePs 
Hump in Alexandria way back jn twenty-six. Of 
course it isn’t quite the same act^aow. His scholarly 
fund of Arabic love prqycrbs would scarcely stand 
translation for the B.B.C.^ But the main features of 
the performance^ are unmistakable* Uncle Ned is 
Evelyn Chancery all right/ 5 

After dinner they passed # a nostalgic half-hour 
examining some of Sophy’s souvenirs. Rupert dug 
about in the packing-^, *s with the keenest interest. 

“ I sjy, what’s this extraordinary mass of woollen 
stuff? Yards and yards of it, look, all done up in 
tissue paper and Blue ribbon.” 

“ Those, my Lid, ^.re the Fir$|t Sea Lord’s combina- 
tions, the cnc^ tha^ gave me a nervous breakdown. You 
see what I mean ? All these little vents and fanlights 
and loopholes. One nevei' kmw what to expect.” 

V Quite so. And this damn gr^at portcullis in rear. 
No wcjidcr you dcvcjppcd an anxiety neuiosis.” 

“ This broken bottle may inteiest you. It’s the one 
with which I smartened up a blasphemous ambassador 
in the Cafe dc Paris. Jf you look closely you’ll see 
some blood an£ hail* still adhering to the^ spikes. No 
more lese-majesti out of him” 

Rupert * woopecl on a wisp* of black chifi^n. “ My 
word, these are rather provoking! * And devilish 
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draughty, too, * should imagine. A /ho wasted ' every- 
one’s time, including her own, with* these ? ” 

“ Let me see. Oh yes, those w<*re Minnie Blazer’s, 
the pair she auctioned at the Qu^m hunt-ball in aid 
of the earth-stoppers’ summer outing fund. Nancy 
Bunting bought them and donned tftem on the spot ; 
whereupon Ambrose Bannister promptly relieved her 
of them in the Post Horn Ga^pp and gave them to 
me Us a token of his affection and esteem . . . which 
was very civil of 1pm, seeing that* he wao a passionate 
collector of such tvifles. Note the exquisite hand- 
embroidery. Splasher Grpmmit’s work, that. All 
the smart women bought their v tearaways from him 
at that time. He had no p :ivate means, poor fellow, 
and it helped him with his mess bills.” 

“ What is the significance of this set of false teeth ? ” 

“ Ah, those are one of my mbst treasured possessions. 
Rolo Gander won them off a<Chilean millionairess on a 
Hellenic cruise in thirty-six. Poker dice it wa;, They 
played for forty-eight hours, non-stop, at the end of which 
time he had stripped her of all she possessed, including 
these mandibles. Sorpc time latdi’, c'hen I was finan- 
cially embarrassed, he lent them to* me Hoc pawn . \ . 
which was really very' Christian of him, as he valued 
them exceedingly. An(i in,' that other little box you’ll 
find the loaded dice with which he won them. I feel 
there’s a profound moral lesson r in all that if qply one 
could sort it out.” 

Sophy glanced at her watch and sprang to her feet. 
“ Come along ! We must husvy or we shall be late for 
Uncle Ned's Postbag . It’s a special occasion to-night, 
you know / He’s introducing a new character into his 
act. Soi/e sort of femLle psychiatrist to provide the 
femftiine angU ton the family problems. Not a bad 
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notion. Yoi^ Ujvcle always was c|ioc-a-bloc? with 
colourful ideas ” 

“ If it is my unc\'e : a theory vJhich I find it very 
difficult to belie »e. 'However, we’U see.” 

Five minutes later Rupert was crouching forward in 
his chair in the darkened drawing-room, his eyes fixed 
on the screen as the Fireside Philosopher burred out 
his introductory remarks. 

“ My God, Sophy, you’re right. It is the old*boy, 
and no doubt about it. The way <he joins his finger- 
tips, and that saucy lift of the eyebrows. It’s un- 
mistakable.” 

“ Exactly. What fiid I Jell you ? And now for this 
female. If Evelyn has hAl any say in the matter she 
should be worth a second glance.” 

The camera swung off Unc)# Ned and focused on 
the parlour doorway. Sophy and Rupert gasped 
simultaneously. ___ 

“ Buttit’s that girl ! The one at Bellagio who . . .” 

“ Precisely,” said Rupert grimly. “ Louise Gale. 
Evelyn, clearly, has had a say in the matter.” 

Somewhat late? tney were watching the newsreel. 
Tfle very fiVsf item piovided them with more fcod for 
thought, for it showed General Grummit arriving at 
London airport after his much publicised visit to the 
Soviet Union ; and, there to greet him, as he stepped 
into hi* car, was Miss, Rose Petal, smiling all over her 
torso. 

“ What I like about television,” said Sophy, “ is the 
way it keeps you in totich with all your friends. I 
wonder which #of fny old playmates v^jll turn up 
next.” 

Sir Roland Gander turned' up next, ad&ressing a 
monster open-air rally of the Fissiqn^Srkers’ Unfon ; 
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and seated just ) ehind him on the pf atiorm was i^ouise 
Gale. 

It came as no surprise when thr last item revealed 
Miss Minnie Blazer* conducting a ^deputation of Jugo- 
slavian educationists over St. Goneril’s, supported 
throughout by the head-girl, Rose PAal. 

Sophy turned off the set and mixed two stiff whiskies. 
“ A very interesting evening. It seems that your 
friends and mine move in much the same circles.” 

Rupert made no reply. He was learning forward 
with his elbows on liis knees, his clenched fists pressed 
to his temples. 

Sophy gave him an anxious glance. “ I say, you 
look propei ly shaken. Is t/ere anything the matter 
with you ? ” 

“ Yes. I’m thinking 

“ Then mind you don’t sprain the other ankle.” 

The next morning Sophy drove Rupert to th#* station 
in her antique Daimler, a beautifully preserved 
museum-piece with a very low, flat bonnet and an 
immensely lofty body. It was *paintcd dark green 
with a f, deep band of wicker- worl? design in bright 
yellow at window le^el. ,A pair of carriage lamps 
flanked a windscreen like the side of a conservatory. 
The glistening tube pf a tremendous bulb-horn coifed 
along the offside running-board 

“ A proper gentleman’s vehicle, thir,” said Rupert 
approvingly, as he spread himself at large in the back. 
“ One can travel in an atmosphere of dignity and 
ordered calm, like a man of taste ^reclining in his own 
drawing-rc?Om.i Thv? only improvements I <;an suggest 
are an open fireplace and an eighteenth-century 
spinet.” 
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Sopliy climbed into the driving-s^.t and vjbdged 
her cigar more firmly between her teeth. “ Yes, the 
old crate has servec' me well. If bvass and iron could 
speak, she’d have sc$me absorbing anecdotes to relate. 
I’ll never forget the summer of twenty-seven when we 
took her over to Worth Africa. If I remember aright, 
we finished up with Minnie Blazer and a baby camel 
on the roof ; Splasher Grummit &nd six Ouled-Nail 
belly-dancers in the back ; Nancy Bunting a/td a 
Berber holy-*nan vjho’d tickled her fancy lashed to 
the luggage rack in rear ; and* fheo. Crozier, the 
present Bjjhop of ‘dlmbury ^astride the bonnet. Remind 
me to jDUt that one i* the book.” 

On reaching London^ Rupert ld!>i no time. He 
taxied to Bloomsbury and^eft Sophy’s notes at Shamus 
Skindle’s office ; then he tolfij on to Mayfair to the 
headquarters of the MSrco Polo travel agency. 

An hour later he c me read with the light of battle in his 
eye and^i cheque lor thfee hundred pounds in his pocket. 

At one o’clock he was in the Minerva, facing his 
publisher across tSe turbot and Meursault. Shamus, 
as usual, looked hki! a Viking warrior in mufti. His 
irAgnificcni body was wrapped in a beauti^il grey 
flannel suit. His blond hair •* as shamelessly waved 
and pomaded. His gentiqjn-b 1 ae eyes peered amiably 
ov*r the glossy horns of a prodigious moustache. 

“ . f . and you sa^ that wheif the outraged spouse 
threw you ovy the balcony you had recourse to 
prayer ? ” 

“ Yes. And I'm not jjshamed of it, either.” 

“ This is verv inU*iesting. Are you turning religious, 
Rupert ? ” 

“ II I’n? pitchctl over enoilgh balconies $ probably 
shaU. Why?” 
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“ localise it yould help your sales enormously if you 
could manage it.” 

“ Scarcely my Ltyle, surely ? You know perfectly 
well that people onjy read my stuff because it’s so full 
of sex it makes them bite the knobs off the dresser- 
drawers.” i 

“ Exactly. And if you could develop a sense of sin 
they’d swallow them as well. That’s just what your 
stuff needs : a pungent whiff of brimstone and hell- 
fire. Look at . . f .” 

“ If you think I*m going to turn Papist or High 
Anglican, you’re very muc t h mistaken. If T do adopt 
a religion it will be one of thos*„ oriental ones where 
you can sit dowii on the ja 1 ?.. I’m not as young as I 
was.” 

It seemed to Rupert^ th.it Shamus was slow in coming 
to the point. He therefore topped up his glass and 
planted his elbows on the taklf. 

“ Well, have you read those notes I left jvith you 
this morning ? ” 

“ I have, old boy, I have.” 

“ And what do you think of them,? ” 

“ To.rific. Between ourselves, L laughed like a'fat 
lady.” 

“ Good. I thought *.yoi£d be impressed. When do 
you intend to publish ? I can have the thing ready in 
time for the Spring last.” 

There was a taut pause. Shamus fondled his 
moustache ar 1 looked Vaguely into the middle distance. 
Then he shifted uneasily in h^s chair. 

“ The fact is, Rupert ...” • 

“ Yes ? /vVhat ? ” 

“ The (fict is, to be perfectly honest, I just don’t see 
myself publishing that book at all.” 
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“ Have you gone mad ? You ji|st said ii was 
terrific.” 

“ A damn-sight too terrific. At a conservative 
estimate, there’s a hundred thou^nd pounds’ worth 
of libel on every page.” 

Rupert thrust track his chair. “ But this is ridiculous. 
You can’t mean'it ? ” 

“ I do mean it. I wouldn’t toucl? that stuff with the 
blunt end of a barge-pole. And nor would any other 
publisher in Mis senses.” 

Ten minutes later Shamus was sSll trying to pour oil 
on troubled waters. 

“ Do fc be reasonable, Rupert. This thing isn’t a 
novel, it’s an aiyobiogr^fahy. All these people are 
real. What’s more, theyfc/' ^ome of the most dis- 
tinguished citizens in the rfcajm. Roland Gander, 
Minnie Blazer, General Grummit, they’re national 
figures I tell you. Wha£ uf> you imagine their reactions 
would fag ? ” 

“ I know what mine would be : a poignant nostalgia 
combined with a rosy glow of self-esteem.” 

“ All right. Kfive it your ojvn way. But in my 
opinion they’d all get on the blower, smartish, Sid seek 
the advice of eminent counsel.” • 

Rupert glowered across *the table. “ Then that’s 
yoifr last word ? Yoy won’t publisli ? ” 

“ I daren’t publish • old boy. And if you take my 
advice you won’t waste any more time on the job 
because no other firm in the '"business will touch it 
either.” 

On the steps*of tTie club Shamus patted Rupert’s 
shoulder. , Well, # good-bye, qfiy Aear %llo' >. Let me 
know how the new book of poems is comiiig along. 
And no hard feelings.” 
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“ S}f>eak for (yourself. Mine at the moment are 
reinforced concrete.” 

“ And you’ll b(!ar that religious angle in mind, 
won’t you ? A keejj sense of sin , that’s what we need. 
Do try your best to develop one, there’s a good chap.” 

With a flashing smile and a flourish of his umbrella, 
Shamus strode away. Then he wheeled about and 
came back. 

“*By the way, Rupert. Who is the gallant lady ? 
I’m damn sorry I ran’t publish htr book, but I’d very 
much like to meet' her. Can’t we arrange a little 
luncheon ? ” * 

He recoiled as Rupert .hooked himself up^ on his 
crutches and wagged a foreSnger in his face. 

“ Listen, Skindle. So fa*- as my lady friend is con- 
cerned, you can tak<> d running jump at yourself. 
You’ve had your chance and "you’ve thrown it away. 
From now on I’m keeping % my little gold-mine to 
myself.” ( 

After this severe disappointment, Rupert felt the 
need for some quiet reflection. He took a taxi to the 
Green Park and settjed himself w in- the shade on an 
improvised couch of chairs. Having rCv&mished ' his 
toe-nails, an operation which speedily attracted a 
fascinated circle of spectators, he lit his pipe and gave 
himself up to thought. . 1 

Like most fanciful young ir^n, he had a^ certain 
dogged streak in his character whi<;h responded to 
setbacks with a renewed determination. He was firmly 
convinced that Sophy Cleft’s- memoirs were a highly 
valuable property, and he was ; not % going to waste 
them. As^lic, pomlere^, his teeth locked ^ ever more 
fiercely oh the stem of his pipe ; the c set of his jaw grew 
evet* more formidable. Suddenly he drew his spectacle- 
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frames from his breast pocket and settled them/care- 
fully on the tip of his nose. He was beginning to see 
daylight. 

At three o’clock Rose and Louise came out of the 

Ritz with Tom krown and Piers Gaveston. It had 

been a pleasant little luncheon party, marred only by 

a bitter wrangle over the bill. Piers had maintained 

that Tom ought to pay since he was a vermin-riddled 

capitalist and iould charge it up to ^omestic Electronics 

under Entertainment. Tom had taken the line that 
« 

Piers ought to settle since#hc was notoriously in the 
pay of ^he Kremlin ihd co^ild charge it up to Union 
funds under Subversive P^paganda. In the end they 
agreed to go halves, argBto^go noisily over the odd 
halfpenny that the waiter hadfhren obliged to ransack 
the hotel for two farthings. 

Now, honour being y lifted, they bade their guests 
farewell yid went ofT together to the House of Commons 
to make mock of Sir Roland Gander who was to deliver 
§ an important speech on industrial relations. 

The two girls blew kisses afttjr the departing cab, 
thefx lingered ‘on tile pavement in the aftemofti sun- 
shine before going their separate* ways. 

“ You know, it’s a funny«thing about men,” mused 
Ros%. “ The more y<ju have, the less you’re satisfied.” 

Louis*, still drowsy >*ith wine, yawned and stretched 
luxuriously. “ U’s a point of view. What’s your 
trouble ? ” 

“ I wish I knew. By till reasonable standards I’m 
very nicely placed at^thc moment. General Grummit 
wants me tc^go to Ankara with Ifirn* Torj Biewn wants 
to install me in a flat at Brighton. Piers Gaveston wants 
to take furnished rooms for me at f ^liu:kpool. And 
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ViviiK Handsji'ke wants to marry me. They’re all so 
sweet and charming in their way, but . . 

“ I know what 'you mean. I find exactly the same 
thing myself. Role Gander and Evelyn Chancery are 
perfect pets, and yet . . 

Rose screwed up her eyes and gestured helplessly. 
“ The trouble is they’re all so much* the same. Oh, 
there are differences in detail, I know. Some have 
more money or less hair ; more charm or less muscle ; 
more style or less stamina. But, ’’basically, it’s always 
the same old mixture as before. What one needs is 
something completely nrv. You know, I often 
think . . .” , 

“ And so do I. For the pV’st three weeks I’ve thought 
of nothing else.” 

“ You mean that p nshing poet ? ” 

“ Of course. He was something new, if you like.” 

“ He was indeed. As a^-ipatter of fact I’ve been 
brooding on him pretty steadily myself. In srite of his 
insufferable behaviour. I can’t imagine why.” 

“ Because of his insufferable behaviour, that’s why. 
You soon forget a hot hand, but Vou never forget a 
cold sffoulder.” '' 

“ I suppose you’re ’’right I’d give a lot to meet that 
chap again, just to try* and find out what the hell goes 
on.” 

Louise stifled another yawif- “ And so vould I. 
But we never shall, of course. ThaZ-’s life, my child. 
The best train is the one you always miss ...” 

She broke off, pointing along the pavement towards 
the park g ite. “ My word, thaX poer fellow looks as 
if he’s been throu^i tb*. mangle.” 

“ Tod true. He, clearly, didn’t miss the best train. 
He’ stopped it.’ 7 - 
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A cab swerved into the kerb, and^the bandaged, 
crutched figure swung deftly aboard, turning for an 
instant in profile. 

Louise grabbed Rose’s arm. “ I«ay ! I believe that 
was him ! I mea^ he.” 

“ What are you gabbling about ? Who ? I mean 
whom ? ” 

“ Rupert Thorn. I -could almost swear . . .” 

“ Don’t be ridiculous. Rupert Thorn is in Italy 
instructing bare worflen in the us^ of the semi-colon. 
In any case, how„could you possibly tell ? The chap 
had his baftk to us.” 

Louis^ frowned afld slo*vly drew # on her gloves. 
“ Well, all I can ^ay is / was remarkably like him. 
Didn’t you see him turn his^’.^ just as he was climbing 
in ? What’s more, I’ve a pretty's Urcwd notion he spotted 
us.” ^ 

Rose shrugged. “ e' it your own way. But if it 
was Rup#rt Thorn, and if he did recognise us, he wasn’t 
very keen to renewpald acquaintance.” 

“ That’s just what I’m thinking. And I ask myself 
why.” 

At seven o’clock Rupert joined Sophy on tl^ lawn 
for pre-dinner sherry. He, hacf shed his bandages, 
plaster cast and crutches, fihe Aily # traces of his recent 
misftap were a slight Jimp and a grazed temple. He 
was dreflfced, with his utual careless rapture, in sandals, 
slacks, a fisherman's jersey and sumptuous silk neck- 
ercliiel with pictures of bullfighting all over it. His 
features were fixed in theft* customary remote scowl. 

“ Well ? ” sajfl Sophy. “ Did you h^-e a good 
day ? ” 

He sank into a chair and sipped jps l%o P^pe. 
“ Yes and no. I squeezed a trifle ^t of the Marco 
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Polo V>eople, lllit Shamus Skindle was a sore dis- 
appointment.” 

“ Oh no ! Do you mean to say he didn’t like the 
stuff? ” i 

“ He liked it all right. The only trouble is he won’t 
publish it. He says there’s a hundred thousand pounds 
of libel on every page, and he wouldh’t touch it with 
the^blunt end ol a barge-pole.” 

“ Well, what about the sharp end ? ” 

“ There isn’t one ” ' 

Sophy reared herself up on the cushions. “ Very 
well, then. If Skindle wo'«’t play, we’ll offer it else- 
where. The University presses would jump at it, I’m 
sure. Not to mention th& £ ..Stationery Office (price 
twenty-five shillings) .” ^ 

Rupert shook his ; idUd. “ It’s very annoying, I 
know, but I’m bound to confess that I do rather see 
Shamus’s point of view. v Moreover, he’s probably 
quite right when he says that no other firm in the 
business would touch it either.” 

“ Then we may as well forget about the whole thing 
at once.” 

“ Inticed no.” 

“ What do you m&in ?, I'm certainly not going on 
with the job just for thd fun of it. If nobody is prepared 
to pay me for writing my autobiography ...” 1 

“ Quite so. But it occurs tore that there ane several 
people who would be prepared to pay you for not 
writing it.” 

“You are suggesting, I take it, a teeny touch of 
blackmail ?«f’ 

Rupert wity'ed and pnade a slow smoothing gesture 
wi^h his ^.*ight / hand. “ 1 prefer to call it a gentleman’s 
agreement.” 
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There was a long silence punctuated only \if the 
raucous snores of Adolphe. Then Sophy sighed 
regretfully. 

“ Pm afraid not, Rupert. Nothing doing.” 

“ But why on earth not^xJ^s the chance of a life- 
time. Your old cClle n .gues 1 be scared stiff if you 
threatened to pitblish your memoirs. Believe me, I’ve 
weighed the pros and cpns very carefully, and I calculate 
that we could reasonably mulct th^m for ten thousand 
pounds ; witS morwto come when we’ve spent that. 
Surely you’re not indifferent to ten Thousand pounds ? ” 

“ Far frgm it. As a matter of fact I’m very badly in 
nqed of money indeed. I’ v^ sold most of my jewellery, 
and I *“liave a thumpi^jg great overdraft at the 
bank.” 

“ Here’s your opportunityVtfccn.” 

“ No. It can’t be do?ie.” 

“ Well, I just don’t uniferstand you. Don’t tell me 
you’re suffering from rforal scruples.” 

“ Good gracious no. They’d allflo exactly the same 
thing themselves if # only they had the sense to think 
of it. No, it’s . f .• how shall f I put it . . . it’s a 
mafter of self-estecna You see, Rupert, back in Ae good 
old days, 1 enjoyed* a very higk prestige among my 
playmates. I was set apart *ipc#i a pedestal, as it were. 
Th# one and only Sophy Cleft, dh almost legendary 
figure. JVell, I just cqji’t see myself returning, to the 
scene of my forjner triumphs, as a lady in reduced 
ctlfumstances intent upon blackmailing her former 
pupils. It wouldn’t be dignified. On the other hand, 
of course ...” m 

“ Yes ? ” # 

“ If you would’ care to undertake ’ the ^personal 
contact side of the iob, I should hc*qWe agreeSblc 
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to linking in | the background and supplying the 
ammunition.” 

“ Out of the question, alas.” 

“ I’m sorry to htjar that. Moral scruples ? Or just 
plain lack of nerve ? ”t. i ri 

“ Don’t mock me, re ’ s a . It -is simply that I have 
to consider where my best interests 'lie. You see, I 
am Uncle Evelyn’s sole heir. When he dies, if ever, 
I sftall come into a tidy little fortune if all goes well. 
But if I start blackmailing him, 'ie’s quite capable of 
cutting me out of his will and leaving everything to the 
Unemployed Organ-blowers’ Relief fund, or a home 
for lady choristers in distress.” , 

“ Well, wc could forgo tvour uncle’s contribution 
and concentrate on Rolo U'-uder and the others.” 

“ No, Sophy. I’m \?r. y, but it’s too chancy. Poetry 
is a very poorly paid occupation, and I’m not prepared 
to risk losing my patrimony"; » ^ny personal appearance 
on my part is out.” „ 

“ Then that seems to be that. What with my self- 
esteem and your best interests, it looks as if my memoirs’ 
are a dead loss after all.” 

“ I’m not so sure. There is an ai.emative, you know. 
With a little ingenuity, wc could .queeze them anony- 
mously, at long rangf ; ,, thereby safeguarding your 
prestige and my legacy.” f 1 

Sophy leaned forward, the precious gems of her eyes 
sparkling in the evening sunlight., “ Now you’re 
talking, Rupert. I think we’d better look into this.” 

At one a.m. they were drkiking tea in the drawing- 
room in a fng of cigar smoke. 

“ I thinx \ye’ve ^ovyfed most of the ground,” said 
Rupert, fj “ But I must confess there’s one fundamental 
point I can’t iielp wondering about. I mean our 
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victims’’ reactions. You see, I’m assuijtimg thatithey 
will respond to our threats like normal human facings. 
But, judging by what you tell me, tHey’re a singularly 
tough and shameless sample. It v^rnld be extremely 
awkward if they decided to fight back and set the police 
on our trail.” 

“ That’s possible, of course,” admitted Sophy, “ but 
not very likely from what I know bf human nature. 
Generally speaking there is no , one so sensitive *to 
scandal as you* reformed town-rake. However, I see 
your point, and I suggest that Before we commit 
ourselves tcfccrinurial action ye test their nerves with a 
few harmless reminds of old times.” 

“ But Row will that heljyus ? ” 

“ Human nature again, ^^ujiert. Men and women 
are above all else creatures c* Jjabit, particularly in 
moments of stress. If our victims are really alarmed, 
they will do what they ahffays used to do when in a 
tight corner : rush ou^ of town and take refuge at 
Ursula "Vervain’s little bolt-hole m Cornwall, The 
Lonely Pilchard.” 

Rupert rubbed rfis • hands. “Good. Then that’s 
whaf we’ll do : a f«w lounds of harassing fire %o test 
the enemy’s morale before we go to fire for effect. 
One can’t be too careful, as I*nc^»ly learned to my cost 
this iftemoon.” 

“ Oh ?« What happeiyd ? ” 

“ T almost ran jnto Louise Gale and Rose Petal in 
PiCtaSlilly. Fortunately I had Already more or less 
decided to adopt a criminal career, so I took the 
appropriate evaswe a? ion and juSt managed to skip 
into a cab before they spotted jae* Judging l'j what 
we saw on the television last night, those two |irls are 
foot-in-bedsock with most of our prints!! patients.’* 
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Louise was spending the week-end at Monk’s Frisking, 
collaborating with Evelyn Chanctvy on the next 
instalment of Uncle Ned's Po„ *bag. 

Now, at five o’clock on Saturday afternoon, they 
were having tea on the lawn. Evidyn wits reclining in a 
deckchair in the shade of the copper beech. Stylish 
as always, he was dressed Jn an elegant suit of tussore 
tropicals. Louise lay supine on a rubber mattress in 
the full blaze of the July sup. Practical as always, she 
was dressed in two ounces. «of tan lotion. They were 
totally surrounded h> r %illocks of stationery, for their 
recent joint appearance had provoked a record spate 
of problem-letters. 

“ I sometimes wonder,” saiu Evelyn, “if this game 
is worth the candle. For weeks past I’ve scarcely had 
a moment to spare for my own affairs. I’ve had to 1 
resign from the village cricket team and the church 
bellringers’ squad ; and I havenVheld a choir practice 
since Whitsuntide. ' The ladies arc getting quite 
peevish.” 

He sipped his Grange Pekoe and sighed profoundly. 
“ And now, since you’ve joined the prograimne, things 
are worse then ever. In fact your d^but has just about 
doubled the usual toirent of nonsense.” 

Louise sat up and attauked the plum cake. “ I 
really don^ know what you’re 'grumbling about. It’s 
hard work, I agree, (*out look at the compensations. 
Think cf the wonderful insight you’re getting into the 
workings of iiujnjan nature. Never a dull moment.” 



THORN IN THE FLESH 


97 

“ But that’s exactly what I do grftmble atout,” 
replied Evelyn. “ Most of my correspondence is 
extremely dull. It’s amazing how the same old problems 
keep on cropping up over and over* again.” 

He indicated the mound of letters lying between his 
feet. “ Take this lot, 'for example, four hundred in all. 
You might well dkpcct to find some variety in a bundle 
of this size. Not so, however. Two hundred come 
from ladies who wish they were ‘going to have baSies 
and aren’t, aj$d the* other two hundred come from 
ladies who wish they weren’t going to have babies and 
are. You *e what I mean i” 

Louise^nodded. ‘JlThere’^ something in what you 
say. As a matter pf fact^’m finding my own mail a 
bit monotonous. So far, fry-ergs to be equally divided 
between rude wives telling ml tl> watch my neckline, 
and lewd husbands telling me they watch nothing else.” 

“ Exactly what I pr^lic&d,” said Evelyn. “ With 
my brain| and your bust we’ve got the perfect family 
jprogramme.” 

He drank up ;yid pushed the tea-wagon aside. 
“ Well, we’d better get back to, work, otherwise we 
shan’t be finished L/ bedtime. I only hope tHat the 
rest of the stufF will pft»ve mo^e exiting. As a confirmed 
bachelor, I’m getting heartily sick of these petty 
donfestic crises. Evciy one of thefm could be settled 
inside ten seconds with rousing kick in the seat of the 
briels or a smart backhander with the waffle iron.” 

I'Eey settled down to their task. The sun declined, 
the shadows inched across the grass. The only sound 
was the rustle of stationery, punctulted by ftpred yawns, 
irritated sn§rts, and the clink! oNthe whisxe bottle. 
Finally, at eight o’clock, Evelyn held up |a t)j>e- 
addressed envelope with a gesturp of|^itisfaction. 

I.I.T.F .— A 
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“ And that’^'that, I’m happy to say. This is the last 
one. '’Shall I open it ? Or will you ? ” 

“ You deal wim it. Perhaps it’s the exciting one 
you’ve been waiting for all day. I’m going for a bath.” 

She was half-way to the house when she was arrested 
by a yell of despair. Evelyn was tottering to his feet, 
staring like one possessed at the letter he had just 
opened. As she dashed toward”. him he sank back 
into his deckchair, blanched and trembling. 

“ What the hell roes on, duck/? Ha$e you had bad 
news ? ” 

Evelyn made no reply*. He remained ‘huddled in 
his seat, gaping and twitching.* Louise gripped his 
shoulder and shook him bn^kly. 

“ Now, pull yourself ^ogeiher, honey, and tell me 
what’s wrong. Is yaart tailor creeping up on you at 
last ? Or have the lady choristers got tired of waiting 
and transferred their affections to organ-blower ? ” 

Wordlessly, Evelyn handed ner the sheet, of cheap 
writing paper. It contained a single paragraph of 
typescript, without either address or signature. 

‘ Dear Uncle Ned,. I am suffering the tortures of 
the damned owing to my Aunt Emily who has taken 
up permanent residence \n the buot-cupboard whence 
she emerges at irregular intervals to ejaculate : Repent, 
repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand ! 1 am 
advised that you helve intimate experience of*this type 
of nuisance, and I shall look forward to hearing your 
solution of my profiem in your next programme. 
P.S. Please include *he currtmt price per live hundred- 
weight of unts-on-A hc-hoof in \he Egyptian market.’ 

Louise rea^. the fctt#r through twice, tlym shrugged 
and flicked it aside. “ I don’t understand what you’re 
worrying abou^ This is just a lot of nonsense. 
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Obviously it’s been sent in by some nn'niac, or % not 
very funny practical-joker.” 

Evelyn’s voice was a parched wftisper. “ It’s not 
nonsense. It’s true.” 

“ What’s true ? ” 

“ That I had an'Auat Emily who resided in the boot- 
cupboard.” 

“ And who emerged at irregular intervals to carry 
on alarming about the Kingdom of Heaven ? ” 

“ Yes.” 

Louise subsided crosslcggcd on her rubber mattress. 
“ H’m. I ^.n ^ee* 1 fare's mpre in this than meets the 
eye. What is the significance of the postscript about 
the price* of live t aunts pn the Egyptian fat-stock 
market ? ” 

Evelyn hung his head, piuc^mg feebly at the knees 
of his tussore trousering. ^Louise leaned forward, raised 
his chin with her forefinger, find looked him straight in 
the face. 

“ Listen, Chancery. There’s no point in beating 
fibout the bush. You’d far better make a clean breast 
of the whole business. * What precisely did you do with 
youi®Aunt Emily ? ” 

“ I sold hei.” 

“ To whom ? ” 

“ A Greek currant merchant.” 

“ Whc^e ? ” 

“ In The GaineJ’s Hump in Alexandna.” 

• ror how much ? ” 

“ Twenty-five pounds, ta\o-and-six.” 

“ Hardly a fair pik'v., surely ? ” 

“ I know ^ but I had to makfr t^quick^sale and the 
exchange was against me/ 

Ten minutes later Evelyn poured^ Jiffnsclf a thfrd 
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double whiskf and lit yet another cigarette. :c It’s no 
use your pooh-poohing the matter, Louise. I tell you 
it’s extremely serious. The person who wrote this 
letter kiows enough about my private life to run me 
out of ine country. My legal knowledge is limited, 
but I suspect that selling ons’s aunt to pay for a 
second-hand mummy and a crate of hashish may well 
be a serious criminal offence. Nor is that all. The 
author also knows that I am Uncle Ned. If cither or 
both of these facts gets out L shall 1 be irretrievably 
ruined.” 

He emptied his glass tuid began to p^e back and 
forth across the grass. “ Think, of my position. Here 
am I a Deputy Lieutenant of the County, a Justice of 
the Peace, and Chairrnan tfidhe Rural District Council ; 
not to mention Rec urns Warden, Leader of the Men's 
Bible Study Circle, and viflagc Organist and Choir- 
master. I shall be complied to resign all these offices 
and give up my home and estates. I shan’t dare to 
show my nose in any of my cljibs, and ttic London 
Library will probably close its doors to me. In additioh 
to which, I shall very likely fiifd myself in gaol.” 

Lcfcise stood up decisively. ‘*>This is sheer fahtasy, 
Evelyn, and I refuse to listen to Vary more of it. You’re 
letting your imagination. run away with you. What 
you need is a gbod dinner and a nice long Walk ; 
after which you may have regained some sens* of reality. 
Meanwhile I’m going for my bath., Are you coming ? 
Or must I scrub nr/I own back ? ” 


She might hays bten^ addressing a deaf-mute. 
Evelyn h^ll once jfhore collapsed in his deckchair, his 
face sunk ii^ his h&idr. Sh/s looked dowii. at him for a 
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At nine o’clock Louise came downstairs. The servants 
had been dismissed for the week-enc^ so she setJ&bout 
organising a cold meal. When all was ready she vpnt into 
the garden to fetch Evelyn. He was rtowhere tope seen ; 
nor was there any % rcsponsc to her shouts an/ whistles. 

Finally she ran ujt to his bedroom, only to halt 
dumbfounded in ftie doorway. Wardrobes and drawers 
were agape, clothes and underwear spilling out on to 
the floor. Th^e dressing-table was cleared of toilet 
gear. The luggage c&pboard was fn chaos, an empty 
suitcase lay on thg bed. 

She hesiiftted for a momfnt, then darted down to 
the garagg. Her owrf small ^adabout^was standing in 
the courtyard. The blackdiristol had gone. 

After waiting until ten o’clcyk, she locked up the 
house and set off on her thfee-hcfui^drive back to London. 

Sir Roland Gander’s^ success as a negotiator was 
based up^Dn a profound understanding of human 
jiature. Years of experience had taught him that his 
fellow men were, {or the most part, extremely ele- 
mci^ary creatures who responded unfailingly to a few 
elementary stimuli. Consequently, when faced*with a 
deadlock, it was his habit to jettfson finesse and ‘ get 
dowji to first principles.’ Tlicy ✓ere three in number : 
money, women and drjnk. 

This Saturday night fcc was applying first principles 
to Tgm Brown a-td Piers Gaveston in a final effort to 
avert the threatened strike at domestic Electronics. 
Since Tom was a millionSin and Piers a union secre- 
tary, money wa,^ beside th^point' Sir RcSand there- 
lorc, was h.*ving recourse^) di?nV and ^vomen ; and 
with complete success. 

Standing in the bay-window if •^drawing-room 
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in Chestnut Square, he surveyed the scene before him 
with satisfaction ^nd distaste. His elegant apartment 
was a shambles. A dense fog of tobacco smoke and 
liquor femes rose *o the ceiling. Glasses and bottles 
littered tft> tables, playing havoc wit!} veneer and french 
polish. Cigar and cigarette stubs smouldered on the 
Chinese carpet and scarred the upholStery. The three- 
hundred guinea record-player which normally dis- 
pensed Bach, Beethoven an J Palestrina^ was pounding 
out barrel-house ja/z at full blast. 

Against this background his guests were diversely 
employed. The Hon. Prudence Panter vAis standing 
in a glassy trai^e on thc,PersiaA' hcarthrug^patiently 
holding open her corsage, whilst Tom Brown, poised 
on one leg on a HjppltfWhitc chair, emptied the 
miniature aquarium V#f ^ropiqal fish into the crevasse. 
Piers Gaveston with his customary smooth aplomb, 
was helping Mrs. Cambcrlcy-I^arkaway to be sick into 
the grand piano. 

At one o’clock Sir Roland judged that his methods 
had achieved their object. He therefore signalled 
discreetly to the two ladies who presently declared that 
they nftist be going. Whilst they ^Vere repairing them- 
selves in the spare tfedropm, he 'poured a final drink 
for Tom and Piers, iplaied his arms around their 
shoulders, and turiicd on his mpst winning smiled 

“ And now, you £wo obstinaV: devils, what bave you 
got to say for yourselves ? Arc you st ill determined to 
go on with this ridic/lous dispute ? Or are you ready 
to kiss and be friends*'? ” 

Tom Bro^n belched, ancPgcsturcd expansively. “ It’s 
like this ’ere, ^Lolo. ^c’s rtfdy to meet nv, I’m ready 
to ^neetf’im. ^I’m n*t a pig-^aded chap, and never 
was. Fair dos ^(foijhd, and I’m satisfied.” 
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“ And you, Piers ? ” 

“ I’m perfectly agreeable, Rolo. .1 see no reason at 
all why we shouldn’t arrive at a reasona|j fc com- 
promise.” 

Sir Roland turned away, concealing sf smile of 
triumph. “ Then that’s that. A most satisfactory 
solution to an unfortunate misunderstanding. I suggest 
we all meet for luncheon on Morfday when we can 
iron out the details. Agreed ? Splendid. And now, I 
fancy, the ladies are ready and . er . . . waiting.” 

After seeing his guests away, he stood for some 
moments in the* pavement* inhaling the warm night 
air. He was well plg^scd wi^h himself^ He had handled 
a ticklisi? problem with., consummate skill. It was 
another big feather in hi^lap. ^Moreover, he had been 
given to understand that suc*reft in this affair would 
not go unrewarded. There had been hints, unmistakable 
hints, of something in the next Honours List. A barony, 
even. . . . Unconsciofcly he drew himself up and 
squared ftis shouldejs. 

Presently he stamped out his cigar, yawned and 
stretched. The nerv&us strain of these last days had 
beeli acute. He ws.s ready for a good nighA sleep. 
As he closed the dc*5r of his w flat, the noticed a letter in 
the wire cage. He automata; v *v picked it up and 
carfied it into the drawing-room^ - He poured himself 
a night- tap, then absent-mindedly* slit the envelope. 

Louise reached Chestnut Square at one-thirty. Since 
arriving at an understandmcAiith^er employer, she had 
moved from her quarters iw C heifr a and How occupied 
the flat abc^'c his own. 

She turned in at onc^f but in I pitc of the long drive 
from Monk’s Frisking The was s|illf^l awake. The 
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night was oppressively warm, and she lay tossing under 
a singfe sheet. At Jast she got out of bed, lit a cigarette 
and wetot to the window. 

She wts surprised to see a beam of light shining from 
Sir RolaJH’s drawing-room window on to the tree 
in the Square below. So he had not gone to the 
country for the week-end after all. There was no sound 
of voices. There were no cars by the kerb. He must 
be alone. 

She looked up injo the summer sky \^here a handful 
of stars glimmered through the London haze. A gust 
of scent from the fiowercbeds in the middle of the 
Square assaulteji her nostrils. %^he swallowed con- 
vulsively, and her fingers crisped on the winaow-sill as 
the frisson pierced her. # Shc vu-med back into the room, 
pulled on her wrapped aad rummaged feverishly in her 
handbag for the key he had given her. 

The drawing-room dooi 5 was partly open and the 
lights were fully on. Louise contemplated the chaos 
with astonishment and disgust. \t seemed that Rolo 
had taken advantage of her absence to stage a Baby-’ 
Ionian orgy. Meanwhile, whcic was he? In bed, 
presumably, sunk in a drunkerf-' stupor . . . or ’. . . 
The notion of his infidelity had s<Vrcely formed in her 
mind before she was hplf-way along the corridor to his 
room, her jaw set afri her eyes sparking as she menially 
rehearsed her opening burst, c 

But the room was empty, the bed untouched. There 
remained the study. 1'Di ubtlcss he was working % late, 
as usual. She hesi?xted fc.' a moment, wondering 
whether to disturb htln. W^h his boundless enthusiasm 
for hard labour he as quite capable of plunging her 
int^ several hours’ dictation af^wo o’clock on a Sunday 
morning. On Wither hand, n was a very long time 
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until Monday afternoon. Far too long, in view of the 
warm weather. 

She paused at the study door' to make/tactical 
adjustments to her wrapper, thejj softly tinned the 
handle. 

A second later Iier^mile of invitation had^hanged to 
a grimace of horrified amazement. Sir Roland was 
seated in his swivel chair, hunched forward over his 
desk, peering into the muzzle of his service revolvA*. 

“ Rolo ! Pift that rilling down ! ” 

“ Louise ! ” 

The weapon fhudded tcpthe carpet as Sir Roland 
sagged back in his^at, hi^ hands pressed to his face. 

A few moments later Louise was perched on the arm 
of his chair, cradling his^?cad <jn her bosom as she held 
a glass of whisky to his lips. 

“ You poor darling. It’s no use your trying to 
deceive me. You were going to blast the roof off your 
attics, ajd no mistal^P about it. And just after we’ve 
had this room redecorated, too. What seems to be the 
* trouble ? ” 

“ I’ve had a terriflle shock, Louise. It completely 
unfiinged me. I didn’t know what I was doinj£ I . . . 
I . . .” 

“ Well ? What is it ? \Jav^ the rats got into the 
haAnonium ? Or has your waist’ 3ae started to slip ? ” 

Sir Roland took a g*lp at his v^hisky and pointed to 
the sheet of paprf lying on hi^ blotting-pad. At the top 
of the page was a neatly cyav.n sketch-map ; below 
this a single paragraph rf tf-pesclrip*. 

“But what on earth. /. . olllc ddWIarques del 
Duero. . .*. I Son’t get Rofc/ * r » his is a plan of the 
Paralelo area in Barcelona ” 

“ Yes.” 

T.I.T.F. — 4* 



106 THORN IN THE FLESH 

“ And what does this arrow indicate ? Just a moment 
whilst read the ^Instructions. . . . ‘Dear Sir, At a 
recent nueeting of the Directors of the above establish- 
ment, a resolution »was unanimously passed regretting 
your continued absence from the Board and expressing 
the earnest* hope that the Management may, in the 
near future, once more enjoy the benefit of your wise 
judgment and unrivalled experience in this branch of 
the ‘entertainment industry. It was recalled that on 
the occasion of your f Jast visit you were obliged to leave 
somewhat hastily. In this connection you may be 
interested to learn that La- Vaca de'las Ramblas has 
now retired fronj active professional life, following her 
marriage to an eminent Middle West senator. Her 
place has been taken ^by Hr Azote de la Plaza de 
Cataluna who, it is fd t, awill be more cognisant of the 
respect due to a member of the British Cabinet. Hasta 
la Vista. Vaya Vd. con ftos.’ ” 

Louise lit a cigarette and examined Sir Roland with 
a critical eye. Clearly, another oi^hcr boy-friends was 
well-nigh at the end of his tether. And after her recent ' 
experience at Monk’s Frisking, she was not inclined to 
treat tht 1 matter lightly. She indicated the arrow-head 
on the sketch-map. 

“ Listen, Rolo. Wh^t is .this place ? ” 

“ El Hoyo en el Muro. A kind of . . . well, a sort 
of . . ” 

“ I see. Plain or fanu/ ? ” 

“ We catered for afl ttstes ; and you could get a 
smoke as well.” 

“ Oh dearf; oh deaf a Wkrc yoil really deep in ? ” 

Sir Roland nodded^jerabiy. “ Yes! I invested two 
thoysand r pounds in :c.U He parsed, wringing his hands, 
then the words^j^ae J^i a rush?' “ You see, I’d won a 
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packet at poker-dicc off a millionaire bull-breeder, and 
then I got into a horrible party ^vith some ynerry- 
growers which lasted three days and four nigjjrcs, and 
when I got myself sorted out I found I’d /night a 
directorship in thjs . . . this establishment 

“ Did it pay ? ” 

“ Yes, like I don’t know what. Up to the outbreak 
of the Civil War I was drawing eighteen per cent.” 

“ And then you sold out ? ” 

“ No. I retained my holding. ^But by that time I 
was getting ahead in business, and breaking into 
politics, and what with one thing and the next I forgot 
all about it.” 

“ It seems that somebody else hasn’t forgotten all 
about it.” 

Sir Roland sprang fropi his#chtir and began to pace 
the carpet in a fever of anxjgty. 

“ This is terrible, terrible. Whoever wrote that letter 
is in a position to ruiy^ny whole career. Just imagine 
what would happen '/ the Opposition got to know about 
this, or the gutter press, or . . . the P.M. My God, 
it doesn’t bear thinking of. I should be hounded out 
of office and driven *1*011. the country . . .” 

He broke ofF to* pour himseJf another drink, the 
glassware rattling in his pal»ird ( hands like castanets. 

“*And to think that % this should happen now, just at 
the crowfling moment *f my life’s Vork.” 

“ What do yoi’,mean ? ” 

“ Exactly what I say. T/ls .veiling I settled that 
threatened strike at Donfrs/ - E.y:tronics. A brilliant 
stroke of negotiation, thou/i I sA it m\ s\f. And one 
that won’t go unnoticcd.yf hear />. »r the most reliable 
sources that I shall b coffered 1 1'' i.ircmv in the ^jext 
Honours List . . . aim now thi( bolt from the 



108 THORN IN THE FLESH 

blue which may at any moment lay an axe to the roots 
of m^whole polit^al career, dash the cup from my lips 
on the^ery threshold of the goal, and sow the seeds of 
my ultimate downfall and disgrace.” 

Louise&watched him fondly as he continued his caged 
cheetah act up and down the room. What a pet he 
was, to be sure. Even in his present State of alarm and 
despondency he couldn’t help dramatising himself. 
And that he was very genuinely alarmed there could 
be no doubt ; for^e was a highly educated man and, 
normally, would sooner mix his drinks than his 
metaphors. 

Suddenly hc^ame to a* halt asrd thumped the desk. 
“ Louise, I can\ stand this. I’m at my wits’ end. I 
must go away. I mus^- havd* a few days’ absolute peace 
and quiet to think this thing out and decide what is to 
be done.” v 

“ Well, of course, if you feel like that about it . . .” 
“ I do. You must cancel my engagements for 
next week, and block all enquires as to my where- 
abouts. Thank God the House is in recess, and that 
strike called off. At least I can allow myself a short 
breatlAng space.” 

“But where are Jou poing? Vou can’t go abroad 
because that’s full of ^ ho ‘Opposition Front Bench on 
free sprees, which *^ould make, you look very inferior 
on your niggardly 'travel allowance.” s 

Sir Roland frowned v and plucked at his nether lip. 
“ Now I wonder . A Irwonder if old Ursula Vervain 
still keeps that litty plAe Mown in Cornwall. That 
would be /ast the j- K ot to^fmd complete privacy and 
relaxation.” 

AnjJ. who is lA'sj la Vcn^ ; n ? ” 

“Quite a ytf\ f a<pcr. I ha\cn’t heard of her for 
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years, but in the old days she was fa great comfort to 
us all. She ran this wonderfull^ convenient little 
pub-inn on the Cornish Riviera, and v/enever 
any of us found it desirable to retire from public 
life for a while % wc used to slip down tl/ere for a 
few weeks.” 

“ Why not ring up right away and find out ? ” 

“ Impossible. Ursula would netfer countenance a 
telephone. She catcrjed for a clientele who wanted 
complete freedom from all outside 'parries, and a chance 
to . . . well . . .” 

“ To lie low for a bit unt’i things had blown over ? ” 
“ If you like to pjjf it thaj way, yesJ’ 

“ Thcn’thc only thing for us to dg irarive down there 
and find out.” 

“ Did you say us, Louise ? * 

“ Certainly. You don’t jjiink I’m going to let you 
go off alone in your present condition ? ” 

“ That’s very swcelfof you, my dear. But I don’t 
want to 'spoil you week-end. I should love your 
company, of course, but I assure you I shall be quite 
all right alone.” 

“ Possibly so,” stfld Louise making for tl!fe door, 
“ but I shan’t. WW;n do wf stact ? ” 

“ At once, if you can nwia^c it. The sooner the 
bet^r.” # 

“ But^von’t you need some/et^i first ? ” 

“ Sleep ! ” crie^ Sir Roland/jitterly. “ Sleep ! With 
fhis t)amoclean sword hangi, g -r my head I feel as 
if I shall never sleep 
“ Very well, then, 
be ready tci start in half ho\lc f 1 suggest we use the 
Ro-Ro, then we can *.tke tunj \u ^oonng in jthe 
back.” 


igaM.y 
I’ll r/ck 


k a/Jag straight away and 
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She stopped at ihe door, came back and patted his 
cheeks 

“ Cnver up, my sweet. You’re not the only one.” 

“ NotVhe only vtlhat, Louise ? ” 

“ Not Vie only popular idol with H feet of clay . . . 
and pretty-smelly ones, too.” 
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Speech Day at St. OoneriPs was one of the^hief events 
of the London 1 * season, ranking with the Eton and 
Harrow match, Ascot, Cowes, and Mr. Ambrose 
Bannister’s annual garden party at Fidget Between. 
This year it was a particularly l^ippy occasion for it 
marked the first anniversary of Miss Minnie Blazer’s 
appointment as directress *f Studies 

By three o’clock^he girl% their r^tives and friends 
were massed in deckchairs on thymain lawn. Facing 
them, at the foot of the ferracc^stfcps, were the Board of 
Governors and the StafJ, with Minnie in the middle, a 
notable figure in a purple te^-gown and a mortar-board. 
To her left was the Bishop of Elmbury, Chairman of 
the Governors ; to Hft - right the guest of honour, Lord 
Grappld, now in h]/f ninetieth year and visibly decom- 
posing under the July sun. It was his task to give away 
thc^prizes ; and this year they were well worth winning, 
for Minnie had tumivaaly vetoed the usual dreary 
trophies. 

“ Books ! ” she had observe^! at the last Governors’ 
meeting. “ Books ! Ridiculous J^My girls are training 
to be pAlishcd femme# du morale*, not a lot of scruffy 
intellectuals. VVe’ll give i\y m something civilised.” 
’Accordingly, the prize tabV wvs stacked with hand- 
bags, powder-boxes^ ccffckAnl-sipkers, cigarette-cases, 
shooting-sticks^ and gift-/oucl/?s for stockings and 
underwean 

The ceremony bcrSn witl' ? ^alhcr shambolic 
rendering of the schdbl song, to St. Goneril, 

mf 
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composed by that f notable town-rake Giles Selvage. 
The four line refraf n which followed each stanza was 
markedVvy a particular lack of enthusiasm. 

(ff) Glean in heart and (pp) pure in thought, 

(f) Cc^aiting worldly joys as nought, 

(flf) To Thee we dedicate our lives, 

(pp) Duteous daughters (ppp) faithful wives. 

Then the Bishop rose to make the opening speech. 
In this he was somewhat hampered by the din of revelry 
coming from the marquee reserved for the Venerable 
Company of Bombardiers^ where the offiters of the 
regiment, header) by Vivian (now^Major) Handspike, 
were working havocs vith the champagne and waitresses. 
Nonetheless, he was aVlfj to givv. his audience a glowing 
account of the progress of St. ^oneril’s during the past 
twelve months under tly* wise guidance and en- 
thusiastic leadership of Miss Blazer. 

This done, he called upon th\» Directress of Studies 
to give her annual report. Minnie vopped up a tumbler i 
from the water carafe, which was full of gin, and 
assembled her papers. But before she had opened ^her 
mouth sne was interrupted of the servants who 

crossed the lawn with' a telegram. 

Murmuring her apologies, Minnie ripped ^thc 
envelope and scannft^ the contents ; whereupon she 
recoiled so sharply 'tfo s t she ttily saved hcrSolf from 
falling flat on her back\by snatching at the Bishop’s 
pectoral cross with hy' lcyt hand and Lord Grapple’s 
auburn wig w’th her / lght 

There was a gaspr^ alaW from the audience, but 
Minnie instantly [Tiled he\elf together. # In a few 
sua\e phrases she /xjrcsscd h^r regret that she was 
temporarily ca^J^. £|<vay on Lrgcnt business, and 
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requested Lord Grapple to proceed at once with the 
distribution of the prizes. Thentf she walked firmly 
across the lawn to the house. The only tra^'e of her 
recent agitation was Lord Grapple’s wig stir dangling 
from her right h%nd. 

But Rose Petal, in the front row, way filled with 
curiosity. Only once before had she seen Minnie so 
badly shaken : when it was discovered that several of 
the girls were committing the appalling social blunder 
of wearing nylon st®ckings instea ft of silk. As soon as 
the prizogiving was under way she slipped out of her 
seat and sidled into the hou*e. 

She made straight for Minnie’s private sitting-room. 
A subdued snarl answered her knrek. 

“ Who’s there ? WhA' is it \ ’/ 

“ Rose. I’ve come tq see #f you’re all right.” 

Minnie was standing ip* the middle of the room, 
alternately gulping at a tremendous brandy and 
dragging feverishly ^t a cigarette. Gone were the 
familiar brassy ap^/mb and smooth effrontery. The 
Directress of Studies was coming apart at the seams. 

^Lose perched hers*elf on the^sofa. “I gather that 
telegram made preu> govi reading. What’s the trouble 
now ? Nylon stocidngs again ? Or has someone been 
detected wearing elastic inthej knicker legs ? ” 

Minnie mutely handed over tV * buff form. 

‘ Congratulations on*first am/lv& , sary at §t. Goneril’s 
and best wishes* for future / >rcess. From your old 
“students at N.I.5.’ . 

Rose looked up bejvihftir;! 1 . * '-l don’t^et this at all. 
What is N.I.5^ Is it a rrb.pi ivf or’M.I^ ? Don’t tell 
me you wc*’e in the Sec re. Servn/ 'p * 

“ It means National Institute* 11 T. 

“ And what’s that 4 ” 
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“ Me.” 

“ You ? ” 

“ Yesh The Houses of Parliament, Westminster 
Abbey, tne Tower « f London, the Zoo, and me. I was 
a kind of annexe to the Foreign Officp.” 

Rose cloltcd her eyes and pressed her fists to her fore- 
head. “ I’m sorry if I’m being dense, but I haven’t 
quite grasped the thread . . .” 

hiinnie emptied her glass and hastily refilled it. 
“ It was long befor^'i your time, hack in the twenties 
when Felix Pocket was Foreign Secretary. There was 
a lot of nonsense going on*’n the Middle East, so Felix 
decided to invite the loca, 1 , potentates over in alpha- 
betical order ana sweeten them up. The usual treat- 


ment : guards of hotyopr, official banquets, reviews of 
the forces, and visits' to, famous national institutions. 
That was where I came in t ” 

“ Yes ? ” 


“ Yes. The boys at the F.OAvere trying their best, 
but they didn’t seem to be getting kic answers.'* Reports 
showed that the blackamoors were unimpressed by the 


British way of life. In fact they were so damn bored 
that they could hardly wait tt'-’g*- la ck to their normal 
routine of military conps d’etat and palace revolutions. 


Felix came to me for advico, as he always did when his 
plans began to sag. 'd vetted his programme and soon 
told him wnat was fiiisimg.” 

Minnie gestured dramatically. “ What these boys 
are pining for, I said* isV few home comforts. Felix' 
saw my point at oncci' But thi question was, who could 
manage the job ? As\l pointed out, the essence of a 
good programme is a Wrong Start and an ev n stronger 
finish. And as dhis^orngramme began with the Royal 
Navy.. 1 .” 
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Rose nodded understandingly.* “ So you took it 
on ? ” 

“ I did. And very rewarding it was, too. The 
knowledge that, in my own smalt way, I was doing 
something to h*lp my country ; not to mention a 
number of very handsome presents. On£ chap gave 
me an oilfield. Unfortunately he was assassinated as soon 
as he got home, so after that I always insisted ljpon 
diamonds.” 

Rose blew a rcfliictive smoke- $ng. “ National In- 
stitution ! I # congratulate you. A truly patriotic 
gesture . .• . but scarcely irf keeping with your present 
position. No wonej^r that telegram s^t your weldings.” 

Minnie* nodded bitterly. “ Ex/f Uy. Whoever sent 
it knows enough to ruiif my wjiojte career. If the facts 
about N.I.5 get out I sh^ll be# sacked from St. GoneriPs 
instantly, and all my hopes of future advancement 
wiped out at a single stroke.” 

“ Future advancement ? Don’t tell me you’re think- 
, ing of leaving St. £roncriPs ? ”. 

Minnie shrugged and crushed out her cigarette. 
“A? I’ve told you so much, I suppose I ma^ as well 
tell you the rest, tarn luniking of leaving St. GoneriPs. 
Or I was, until tbit thing cfime out of the blue. I’ve 
beep offered the Ministry of ^duration.” 

“ What ! ” 

“Yes/ Just that. *1 had 'ji TnteiweuT with you- 
know-whom last *veek. It sc* nis that old Selwyn Folly 
*s on his last legs and they’\ * fu illy persuaded him to 
retire from public lifij. r Ana means a tyyelection, and 
I’m to put up Jor the Government . \ It’s an absolutely 
safe seat, Aid as soon as Pm rrVjpiqd ^ in to get the 
Ministry of Education. It’ll ** f lot cjf people, 
of course. But the /Governing at *£e^ that national 
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education has been J ipping badly these last years, and 
they need a skilled administrator with drive and imagin- 
ation to reorganise the whole thing from top to bottom.” 

There was a long* silence. Then, suddenly, Minnie 
snatched up the telegram and glowered at it furiously. 

“ And no';v this ! Just when my 1 whole life’s work is 
coming to fruition. It’s damnable, I tell you, utterly 
damnable. It doesn’t bear thinking of.” 

Rose joined her in the bay-window anc^ patted her on 
the shoulder. “ Yoi really mustn't let your imagina- 
tion run away with you like this. It’s probably just a 
silly practical joke.” 

Minnie turned^ away iiipaticntfc\ “ It’s no use 
trying to make ligh^ of the matter, Rose. We must 
look the facts in the Somebody has got to know 

about N.I.5 ; and with that banging over my head I 
shall never have a mome^’s peace. Something must 
be done.” 

“ But what can you do ? ” v 

“ I don’t know. I wish to God FHid . . . 

From the window they saw the company rise and 
scatter towards the marquees as the prize-giving cqme 
to an end. 

“ Well, there’s no t£me to go intcKhc matter now,” 
said Rose. “ You ougl^t tt* be getting out there find 
mingling wi+h your guests ; othg-wise you’ll have the 
Board of Governors s\o^biing in ho see what’s happened 
to you.” 

“The Board of Ga 'errors can go and get stuffed. 
I’ve more im^rtant tningsW tny mind at the moment 
than making smah-taNi, to a lot of ha\f-bred nincom- 
poops. You c^n ^o^cyTheo. Crozicr and tell him . . . 
oh, ftnytljing. /^el^ni^n I’ve got a migraine and that 
I’ve had to go topped. What I kr cd is a bit of peace 
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and quiet so that I can make up ' ny mind what to do 
about this telegram.” 

Rose saw that there was no point in arguing. The 
Directress of Studies was a badly disorganised woman, 
and nothing woyld persuade her to entertain her guests. 

“ Very well, then. I’ll go and make four excuses. 
In the meantime I advise you to try and relax a bit, 
an<Kstop panicking. You can leaVe everything to me 
for the rest of the afternoon. As soon as I’ve got them 
feeding I’ll nip b»ick and sec^how you’re getting 

55 

on. 

In fact# it wds not untilfthree hours later that Rose 
got back to the h^usc, for^hc was Micedily involved in 
a desperfde orgy in the VencraH^Xompany of Bom- 
bardiers’ marquee wAch o^ly concluded at seven 
o’clock when the tent jvas burned to the ground. 

Having seen the last of ^he guests olT the premises 
she ran along to Miss Blazer’s room. It was empty. 
During the next fift<‘n minutes she combed the entire 
house Aid ground?. Of the Qirectress of Studies there 
was no trace. It was not until she went to her own 
quarters to bathe and change that she found the 
answer : a letted/ .n her writing-table. 

4 Dear Rose, f have gAne away for a few days’ 
so'itude to decide what to eti about the problem we 
were djscussing thist^ftemoon f You ta^say that I 
have been ordered by my d ^ctor to take & short rest 
in Vhe country. 1 I know th it I can rely upon you to 
manage everything in i^y ibse\ *\ Sincerely, Minnie 
Blazer.’ ‘ 

Half an hour later, in the mi^aV of dinner, Rose 
was called to the telephone. It w s % \eneral^Gruilimit. 

“ Splasher, darlir^g ! I thought foil'd forgotten all 



IlH 1«<J*RN IN THE FLESH 

about me. Why wjjren’t you a* the prize-giving this 
afternoon ? ” 

“ Too busy, my pet. Arse-over-tip settling into my 
new job.” *< 

“ What new job ? ” „ 

“ Haven’V you heard ? They’ve -put me in charge of 
the new School of Interplanetary Warfare. I feel like 
a dachshund with six legs.” 

“ Clever boy. But I’d have preferred the Pay Corps. 
More pickings . . , 

“ And I’m giving an impromptu Schooliwarming 
party to-night and I want'/ou to come.” . 

“ Of course, I’d love to. 4l Whcr^ is it ? ” 

“ Here, at my pu ~e at Nun’s Veiling.” 

“ But I thought said U was at the School of 
Whatever.” 

“ Quite so, my love. A>1 the same thing. Rather a 
neat move on my part. They wanted accommodation 
adjacent to Druid’s Plain so I lei ;ed them my country 
house. Just the job. I live and work in my ov.n home 
and draw a thumping great rent from the War De- 
partment. What’s more, I’m getting out extensive 
plans fol modernising the pi^rfrrp.md improving the 
grounds, all at the taxpayers’ expanse. But I’ll tell 
you everything when I see you. How soon can ^you 
get down ? . The serious drinking will begin about ten 
o’clock I i,uaginc.” - Nn v 

“ I’ll leave right awa \ I’ve got the new Aston- 
Martin, so I shan’t be, a jiffy.” 

“ Splendid. r Oh, &nd by nhe .way, there’s a lot of 
bloody silly security nonsense going on down here now. 
Sentries and elec o ijifd fences and all the bex of tricks. 
So you’d bcttC'iy'h^pe to-night’s pass-word, or they’ll 
never let you in.’A 
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“ How ever so exciting. Just a ntyrmte whilst I write 
it down.” 

“ The challenge is : Si la jeunesse savait. An‘d the 
reply is : Si la vieillesse pouvait.” 

“ My word, thijt’s a bit long-haired, isn’t it ? ” 

“ Possibly so. But this damn place isl stiff with 
sfcieptific types, tand I’m determined to civilise the 
brute^ Whilst I command the Scho6l of Interplanetary 
Warfare we’re # going jto have some culture with our 
astro-physics.” 

Two and a half hours later Rose reached Nun’s 
Veiling ancV drew up at theAnain gates. Her car was 
immediately surroi^pded by* burly smtries with auto- 
matic weapons at the ready. She /stated her business 
and an intcllcctual-lookfhg serge/nt was called from 
the guard-room. 

“ Si la jeunesse savait,” £e observed in a perfect 
French accent. 

“ Si la vieillesse po#vait,” replied Rose in a perfect 
^English Ufccent. 

“ O.K.,” said the Sergeant. “ Let her through.” 

TJjen he leaned in through the driver’s window, 
scrutinising Rose vAirv^.i appreciation. 

“ H’m. H’m. i’outh obyiou.iy does know.” He 
jerked a thumb towards the»house. “ I hope for your 
sake, Miss, that age can." 

When 'Rose arrived *a really ffrst-class \prty was 
raging all over th$ house. Some very rowdy dancing 
was going on in the drawing-room The hall was given 
over to various games, of Aw ce including Snakes-and- 
Laddcrs, Grown-and-Anchoi, Hotkey- Housey, and 
Snap. A Licycfe race was in prog^gs\ on the upstairs 
corridors, and a great many pec pit sliding ddtvn 

the banisters. *For t*/osc of a mo i e *studiou^ temper 
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there was the librd^y where, in addition to the books, 
newspapers and periodicals, a comprehensive selection 
of the School’s secret files was available for inspection. 

General Grumniit kissed Rose tenderly on the lips 
with both hands full. “ My little rosebud. So glad 
you could i.ome. It’s a truly tremendous party. We’ve 
got all the world and his mistress here and no hchis 
barred.” 

jr 

“ So I notice. But I do think you might have invited 
Vivian Handspike, l ;eeing as ’ow Pm engaged to the 
chap. I telephoned him before I started and*asked him 
to come with me, but tHO poor devil is on duty and 
couldn’t make it/’ 

cc I know. I hx6\ that with his C.O. this morning.” 

“ Splasher, how wonderful' you are. You think of 
everything.” ^ 

“ On the contrary, my k we. I think of only one thing. 
But I think of that all the time. And now come and 
meet everybody. You’ll find it’s fhostly Warfare and the 
Arts. They go so well together.” 

“ Do they ? ” 

“ But of course. All the men of action want be 
artists, and all the artists 16 1 be men of action. 

So when you bring ^hcir together they’re immensely 
flattered and fawn on 017 e another like famished spajniels. 
By the wav, I ought to warn you that I’ve had to invite 
a few of Aic scientists Vrom thfc tutorial staff.' But you 
can easily spot them provincial .university accents 
and scurf on the collar. Anyhow, I’ve no doubt 
they’re all /.1 tbi billiard-toom listening to Bach. 
What would yoy/like^o start with ? ” 

“ Have yoij Field Marshal ? ” 

i( Certainly. //TK'erc’s one in the comer over there, 
tweaking Nancy* Buntiiy’s botto\i with the fire tongs.” 
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They crossed the hyall and intervened, whereupon 
the great man laid aside his weapon and smiled on 
them fondly. 

“ Capital party, Splasher. Haven’t enjoyed myself 
so much for yeaiy. I can see you’re going to make a 
great success of this School of Inter-ridiculous Warfare 
. My word, athat’s a rooting little doxy you’ve got 
therSil 

“ Rose Petal, sir. Very keen to meet a Field Marshal. 
I understand sne wa/its to look fqt the baton in your 
knapsack*” 

At two-ihirty* Rose was-# seated at the General’s 
dressing-table, smearing hgr face with cold cream. 
Through flic open doorway of the.iSljacent bathroom 
came gusts of cigar smol« and thr. crackle of The Times. 

Rose was just on the yoint.oi getting into bed when 
she was arrested by a terriplc cry and the sound of 
frantic splashing. She lushed through the doorway 
to find General Giutnmit sprawled on his stomach 
across thb edge of his tub, the newspaper still clutched 
in his hands. * 

“ Whatever is the Tnatter with you, honey ? Have 
you backed on to^> gi.... - Sting-Vay ? Or arc ^ou just 
saying your prayer^ ? ” 

“ I’ve had a terrible shoefc, Rose. Really appalling. 
Fairfy knocked the stuffing ouf of me . . .’’ 

“So it' seems. Here,4et me r vtfyou a h<|jd. Then 
you can tell me a^l about it.” 

* She helped him to his feel, rough-dried him with a 
warm towel and led l<> the Lrdro^m. There he 

collapsed into the aimchaii, a p.’tia\^e sight indeed. 

“ Now, hat # s the trouble i ” 

“ There ! In the Personal ( oli^fli. IIalf-|/ay 
down. . . . God, it’s^too awfi^l ” 
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“ The Personal (.Column, yqu say ? Let’s have a 
look, . . . Weil, how very extraordinary. . . . 
* Splasher. Something tells me that you need me. 
Old soldiers never die. Standing by for orders. Bubu.’ ” 

A little later, the General, supposed by a terrific 
whisky, w^fs mumbling his story.,, 

“ It was back in the twenties when I was a TrpAp 
Commander in the Field gunners. I was madiy in 
Iovt with the wife of a French mineral-water magnate. 
Tremendous crcatii.e, she was, a,h domes and cupolas 
and covered with kohl and Echo Troublant .” q 

“ Blonde or brune ? ” inquired Rose cujjtly. 

“ It varied a good deal, Sometimes she was bright 
green.” 

“ And did she lov^ yjpu toot? ” 

“ Insanely. Used to play little tunes on my spine 
with a pair o( xylophone^ ha mmers . The Marseillaise 
and Aupres de ma Blonde and . . .” 

“All right. Goon.” 

“Well, during the summer of our pas lion she 
managed to dump the spouse at Ivlontecatini for the 
liver treatment and nipped o\’er to England for a 
fortnight. Of course you •w*»giK?,s what happened. 
The regiment was sejjt down to Dryid’s Plain for firing 
practice.” n 

“ Oh, I say, bad luck*. What did you do about ft ? ” 

“ The ofily think I y^ould do*. Sent my batman on 
leave and took her instead.” 

There was a thoughtlul pause. 

“Just like ^/ivi&n and met No wonder you spotted 
my disguise so smart ly.” 

“ Yes. Just t $amc. But our outiiig tested a solid 
fort light.” ' r~ r - 

“ And! did you^get av^ay with ^t ? ” 
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“ Of course we did.* Otherwise ’ shouldn’t be here 
now. Not that it looks as if I’m going to be here ifiuch 
longer ...” 

General Grummit raked his fingers through his hair 
and stared desperately at the carpet. 

“ What do you fhean you won’t be 4iere much 
loligEr ? I entirely fail to see what you’re getting so 
workeSJ up about. I think it’s ever so funny.” 

He sprang t^ his feet and pointed^ an agued forefinger 
at the newspaper. For pity’s sale, Rose, have a bit 
of sense. '•This is^io laughing matter. Don’t you realise 
the significance of that damn message ? The person 
who inserted it k^ows enough abc\^ my past life to 
have me courtmartiallcd and dism\scd the service with 
ignominy.” 

He raised his clenched fistJ towards the ceiling and 
then cringed down again in fiis armchair. 

“ That this should happen now ! Just when I’ve 
reached the top rung^>f the ladder and landed the job 
•that evefy officer \gx the British Army w r ould give his 
right hand for. It’s Jiorrible, I tell you. Absolutely 
shattering. I could slit my thro^l titfrn tab to % tab.” 

“ Steady, Grunffnit. full yourself together. It’s 
probably just a silty practice 1 jokl.” 

joke, indeed ! It maty l^e a joke for somebody, 
but it could mean the £nd of ever) tiling for me. Some- 
thing will have to be‘ # done abodt this, Aj$e. And 
pretty smartly, tco.” 

“ But what can you d<^ ? 

“ I don’t know. Btit l shall hav^to Viink of some- 
thing. I shall Jjiave to think . . 

Half an hour later General Gru*«\t # had mad^up 
his mind. 

“ It’s no use, Rose.* I shall ^ave to^helve everything 
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else until I’ve gotlthis business straightened out. I 
can’t attend to anything with this hanging over me. 
I’m going to take a week’s leave and get away from it all. 
Given a few days ’ 11 peace and quiet, I can probably 
decide what course to take. The School doesn’t open 
officially u/.til Monday week, anti Tid worth- Penning? 
can handle anything that crops up .” 1 

“But where are you going? You can’t possJuiy go 
abroad because everyone will say you’re* off to Moscow 
with the School’s secret files.” r 

Suddenly the General snapped his fingers . 1 “ I have 
it ! The very place. Ursula Vervain’s little pub-inn 
down in ComwaJ 1 Whefe we alv ays used to go in 
the old days when things got overheated.” 

He rushed from thb r# om and returned with a couple 
of suitcases. 

“ Do you mind helping me to pack, darling ? You 
know where everything is.” 

“You mean we’re moving off this very instant ? 
Without any sleep ? ” 5i i 

He dropped the suitcases and whirled around. “ Did 
you say \we y Rose ? Yqu’re coming with me ? ” 

“ Certainly, my sweet. I"would?/\ dream of letting 
you go off alone in )'bur present condition. The sight 
of you groaning and nattering in your little birthday 
suit has infiamed my maternal instincts.” 

In dup- bourse they packed into the Aston-Martin, 
checked out at the main gates, and h jaded south-west. 

“ And to think, mused Rpse, “ that we owe all this 
to a girl caller Bu/u.” 
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^was six a.m. # when Louise and Sir Roland reached 
Thesl^nely Pilchard, a grey stone building tucked in at 
the head of a grassy valley. Half a mile away the #liffs 
dipped down xo a tii^y bay edged vfith boulders and oil- 
clogged ^and. Beyond, the English Channel gleamed 
frigidly in ^he iifsipid sunlight. 

.As they approached aloyg a jagged track between 
high banks, Sir Rdland pointed to a^plumc of chimney 
smoke. 

“Well, somebody still lives* here, anyway. I only 
hope it’s Ursula. . ! . VAnd look, there’s the 
sea ! ” 

In spite of his fatigue he made a sweeping gesture 
and quoted appropriately from Xenophon. 

“ Too damn coftl,” muttereS Louise from the back 
scat, knuckling the steep out of her eyes. “ Give me 
themeddy cvery^hne. T like fny water civilfccd.” 

The car had scarcely stopped vvhen a tall slim lady 
lounged out of the hous^ with the slightly raffish 
cleffance of a thoroughbred face-horse. She wore a 
white silk shirt and d£i«im slacks ;» her clo^Jy cropped 
hair was outra^eouslv hcnna-cd; an abuultence of 
dipsttek and mascara was^ littered ,|bout her patrician 
features. 

Sir Roland sprang'from the car \id grasped her by 
both hands. My dear Ursula ]This is indeed a 
sight for sore eyes. I was so much we might not 

find you hereafter ajl these lon 0 *, linj g years.* 
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“ Delighted to see you, Role?. I was beginning to 
think you weren’t coining.” 

“ You mean you were expecting me ? ” 

“ Well, when th* others starting pouring in I had a 
feeling you might be along fairly sooti.” 

“ The oilers ? What others ? V 
“ Why, all the old happy family ; or most of>t. 
Minnie Blazer arri\ cd at ten o’clock last night, flowed 
by* Evelyn Chancery. Then, at four this morning 
Splasher Grummit fwept in, accojnpanied by the most 
delicious little bit of nonsense with red curls.,, An hour 
later it was Theo. Crozier 0 1 the wickedest stepped down 
Ferrari you ever saw ; scarcely a suitable carriage for 
an Anglican Bishop, I must say. 'And noV you and 


Miss . . .” 

“ Louise Gale, my private secretary.” 

“ I congratulate you. ^ our C taste, I notice, is still for 
the pneumatic. If those arc genuine, which seems almost 
too much to believe, they’re a ervdit to you both.” 

Ursula led them into a stone-floored kitchin where 
a tremendous fire was roaring away' in an old-fashioned 
range. She took an enamelled ‘tea-pot from the hob 
and pofired out a vicious brew. 

“ Upon my soul, ^olo ? this is quite like old times. 
I’m just trying to remcmb(;r when you last took refuge 
here. Unless my memciry fails me it was way baJ*k in 
thirty-five, iVhen tbit horribU 'great Baptist minister 
was ch^ing you round the country with a horse- 
whip ...” 

“ Quite so,^UrsJ la,” interrupted Sir Roland firmly. 
“ But it’s curre y events I’m interested in at the 
moment. What/ .joes on ? What arc tlie others doing 
heiL?” 


I haven’t a« notion, 


\ 


I only knovlr that they all 
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seemed uncommonly Kittled and tottered into bed 
the moment they arrived. In any case, you remerribep 
the rules of this establishment : no questions asked and 
none answered.” 

“ Er . . . yes, to be sure. I apologise.” 

Ursula perched herself on the table and fondly pinched 
hVs^cheek. “ Flit so glad you didn’t fail us, Rolo. 
This''ia'-going to be a really joyful week-end. The only 
one missing npw is Ambrose Bannister ; apart, ol 
course, from Sophy Glcft.” 

Sir Ro'nnd nodded and sighed. “ Ah yes ; the 
incomparable Sophy, the nonpareil of gallant ladies. 
What style, what pjmache, \ihat stamina ! They don’t 
breed ’em like that any more.” 

“ I suppose you neve/ heard, anything of her after 
she took off to Borneo ? $hc r.ever sent me so much as 
a rude postcard.” 

“ Not the faintest whisper. She vanished completely. 
Evelyn Chancery wilt* have something to answer for 
fLt the day of judgment.” 

“ So that was the reason ? I often wondered.” 

“ X es ! not that she ever admitted it. Her stpry was 
that she was going^to Borneo because she’d heard that 
the Wild Man thenwf had a wicanly for a wild woman. 


But J happen to know that »he was quite crazy about 
Evelyn and proposed Jo him no less than six times. 
When he finally turned Rer down she did thfr-^ignified 
thing and went native.” 

“ I must say I find it hajd 10 unue jstand his attitude. 
Why, the roaring boy:* of live contin^its were down on 


their kneep to Sophy.” 

“ Tooytrue. But Evelyn, you mi is*- «t^n|mber, always 
suffered from conscientious scruples ) took^the une 
that it wouldn’t be fjir to m;*rry Sojihy, because on 
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her income she would never be able to support him 
the style to which he was accustomed.” 

They were interrupted by a resounding snore. 
Louise was lying back in her chair sound asleep. 

Ursula stood up. “ Your secretary seems to have 
passed out; Rolo. You must take more care of her*. 
The present generation ai~ a sickly lot I often th^nc. 
Pampered and spoon-fed by the welfare state/ they 
haven’t the guts and gristle of we old free enterprisers. 
You’ll find everything ready in your usual room, 
including your favourite double loose-box.” * 

At three o’clock the nfixt afternoon an tamest con- 
ference was in progress o i the seaward verandah of 
The Lonely Pilchard. Evelyn Chancery, Splasher 
Grummit, Minnie Blazer a\al Theo. Crozier were 
leaning forward in their chains, listening attentively to 
Sir Roland Gander. b^osc and Louise, lying on 
cushions on the lawn, were watching the proceedings 
with keen interest. c< 

“ When you see thnn in the mass,” mutftd Rose,, 
“ they’re an impressive sample, and no mistake about 
it. What beats me is their wonderful state of preser- 
vation. Every one of them must 1> ' verging on sixty, 
yet they’ve more vitality and allvound performance 
than the average thirty-yenr-old.” 

“ You’re quite right/’ agreed Louise. “ And when 
you thiph v of whatHhcy’vc packed into their lives it’s 
even mOrc astounding. Sixty years qf glorious rampage 
with nary a pausi for breath : scampering round the 
four quarters^ of t^ic globe, daubing from bed to bed, 
drinking, gambling, dodging the bailiffs, and generally 
tearing it apartA% v ct here they are with all their own 
hair and teethed not a varicose vein between them. 
I wish f’knew tie seen/.” 
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“ Well, for one thing, they’ve had the sense to stay 
single. There’s nothing like family life for hardening^ 
the arteries and softening the gums.” 

“ True. And what’s equally important, they’w all 
kept their wits about them. I always thoughmhese 
professional town-rakes were a lot of barbarians, but 
Rolo and Evelyn, at any rate, are a pair of unabashed 
intefle^tjjals. High thinking ofF-seis low living. The 
late Beethoveq quartets are a sovereign antidote* to 
fornication ; a regular perusal of the novels of Stendhal 
works wonders for the kidneys.” 

“ I know. All this cultui^ takes some living up to. 
Splasher Grummit was qu ; *e put out when I said I 
would soofier have a bottle of Sueur d'Extase than the 
complete works of Dant# as a t^ken of his affection and 
esteem.” 

“ I suppose,” said Louise^ “ it’s really a matter of 
your point of view. Some see life as a vale of tears ; 
others see it as a humdtnm routine to be shuffled through 
t as best >ne may. But that lot # over there have clearly 
found it an uproarious farce with themselves cast in 
the principal roles. Hence their dewy eyes, jast-iron 
digestions and dc,>thless energy.* 

“ I don’t see n^ich sign pf ui*roarious farce at the 
moment,” said Rose. “ There’s no doubt they’ve been 
properly shaken by this haul of reminiscences. I 
suggest we join the conference fmd givdk^em the 
benefit of our encouragement and advice.” ^ 

Sir Roland was soundjpg off 1 n |iis best ministerial 
style. 

“ Therp’s no use beating about tlk' bush. We must 
look thq, situation squarely m the fa$Aand decide what 
is to be done. The facts arc simple % \l3uring thi past 
twenty-four hours c<vch of us® lias nfteived Si anony- 
t.i.i.f . — 5 
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mous communication referring to an unfortunate 
Voisode in his or her past life. We have all been deeply 
disturbed and understandably so. Occupying, as we 
do, ^positions of High responsibility and esteem, we 
cannot take such an incident lightly*- 

“ On th? other hand there is r.o reason, as I see it, 
for panic and hysteria. I have devoted much careful 
thought to the mdtter, and I have come to the con- 
clusion that we are the victim^ of a prude practical 
joke. Normally, of course, the best way of dealing with 
this kind of cheap tomfoolery is to ignore it completely. 
Unfortunately, however, Ve cannot afforckto do this. 
The general publjc. is only* too reac^v to snap up scan- 
dalous rumours about eminent people ; £nd we all 
know how quickly runjour spreads. A tasteless jest of 
this kind, unless promptly nipped in the bud, can easily 
develop into a national sensation, bringing all kinds of 
deplorable consequences in its train. I suggest, there- 
fore, that we must lose no timtf in tracing this affair 
to its source and dealing with it firmly and fiitolly.” 

“ Too bloody true, Rolo,” snapped Miss Blazer. 
“ But hpw are we going to find out who is responsible ? 
If I could get my hands on the . . ♦ ” 

“ Quite, Minnie, quite, I know, , how you feel. But 
there is nothing to be ga/ned by losing our tempers. 
This problem must be handled^in a calm and orderly 
manner.^* have already conle to certain conclusions 
which fi>u may be interested to heap ” 

“ Press on, Rol >,” urged^ General Grummit.' “ If 
you’ve any Aleasp let’s have ’em. Personally, I’m 
clueless.” 

“ Very well. fQne thing strikes me most- forcibly 
about all these&pessages. The person who sent them 
must have a very intimate knowledge oV our past lives. 
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Many of our escapades, of course, were widely re- 
nowned ; but these particular incidents most certainlV 
were not. They were known only amongst our oj/m 
select circle.” 

The Bishop of Elmbury jerked upright in hi^hair. 

“ Are you suggesting^ Rolo, that the authpr of these 
messages is one <»f the old circus ? ” 

<1 T »> 

1 a^a. 

“ But tnht’s (jutrageQus,” protested Evelyn Chancery. 
“ Damn it all, man, dog doesn’t eat dog. No, no. You 
can take it from me, this is the work of some underbred 
type who’s* picked up a fevv hints from somewhere 
and ...” 

Sir Rola&id held up his hand. “ I can’t agree with 
you, Evelyn. I allow A at evtjn the best kept secrets 
are apt to leak. An outsider might possibly have heard 
about these incidents in broai outline. But no outsider 
could have got hold of so much detail. That is the 
point : the astonisMng and alarming accuracy of 
detail. #You admitted it your^qlf earlier on ; and I 
can vouch for it in my own case.” 

“ Me, too,” said the Bishop. “ There wer^ several 
colourful touches^n my letter that I’d forgotten about 
myself until I was*reminded,cf them.” 

“ f Then you agree with my theory that the guilty 
party is one of our old associafes ? ” 

There was an unpleasant sileiJce. Thi- xompany 
shifted uneasily their seats, glandng covert^ at one 
'another out of the corner^ of their tics. 

Sir Roland permitt*d himself a wiitry imile. “ Come, 
come It’s not as bad as that. In* view ol the frank 
ad nJssi^Jis wc^ve all made, I don’t* «hink there’s gany 
cause to suspect present company ” 

“ Then whom do ^ou suspect ? ’ demanded Minnie 
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Blazer. “ If you ask me, it’s about time we stopped 
silking in riddles and got down to brass tacks.” 

I’ suggest a simple process of elimination,” replied 
Sir Roland. “ YW: are agreed that the guilty party 
musr«be one of the old circle. JVell . . . who is 
missing ? ”, 

“ Good God ! ” cried General Grummit. “ Ambrose 
Bannister ! But, Rolo, you cau’t possibly think that 
old Ambrose. ... I mean to say . . .” 

Sir Roland shrugged. “ We haye sifted the evidence. 
We must draw the necessary conclusions* ho’wever 
distasteful.” 

The Bishop plucked fevrishly at his apron. “ It’s 
hardly believable, I must say ; but I always did think 
Ambrose was a bit too smooths That hobby of his was 
vastly amusing, of course ; byt scarcely the pastime of 
a gentleman.” 

“ Quite so,” said Evelyn Chancery. “ I don’t 
pretend that I was exactly an an»jel myself in the good 
old days, but there are ljjnits. After all, I was compelled 
to dispose of Aunt Emily to discharge debts of honour ; 
but Ambrose went around collecting knickers ji^st to 
show off his legerdemain. If he’d be<m short of money 
and sold the things sqcontj-hand the$£ might have been 
some excuse. But he just gjive them away as keepsakes 
to all his friends.” c 

“ Exactly,” snarled Minnie.* And he hadn’t even 
the decency to keep a proper rccoy'h In thirty-six, 
I remember, he whipped mine at Ascot on Gold Gup’ 
day, and then*gavf them bacx t<^ me three weeks later 
as a birthday present.” ' 

Sir Roland drpjg himself up and folded hisyarms on 
his \:hest. “ Put ^lad that you all now seem ready to 
face the Vacts. It is upsetting, I ^know,*to find an old 
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colleague guilty of a cojd-blooded treachery. But such, 
alas, is human nature. One thing is certain. .XVe^ 
cannot afford to let sentiment enter into this matter. 
Ambrose Bannister has chosen totplay a very duty 
game. He has placed us all in an extremely haza/lous 
position, jeopardising our careers and laying open 
to public obloquy and disgrace. We must deal with 
him, promptly and ruthlessly. Fortunately we are all 
people oNconsiderable influence. It should not* be 
difficult to find ways^and means of putting Ambrose in 
his pfece # and keeping him there. No one could regret 
4 ' "s necessity moYe than I ; but people in our position 
must accept their responsitylities. Ambrose, I repeat, 
must be dealt witft. We owe it not only to ourselves, 
but to the country at lagge.” 

As Sir Roland sat down, \5rsula appeared at the 
french windows. “ Glad tickings, one and all. You’ll 
be delighted to hear that wc arc now complete. Ambrose 
Bannister has just arrived ; in a shocking state, poor 
fellow. ^ Vibrating like a tuning-fork and squirting 
brandy at every jJbrc. It seems he’s just received a 
nasty anonymous letter.” 

Somewhat latej Louise, Sir Roland and Evelyn 
Chancery were walking alopg the cliffs. 

“I’ve brought you two up*here,'’ declared Louise, 
“ to try and knock sohfc sense inty your heads about 
this business. Tji e others cru do what they ^ke, but 
*you aYe my special pets a^d I’m dc j. rmined to try and 
help you.” 

“ That’s very sweet of you,” sai^l Evelyn “ but I 
really dtyi’t sei what you can do . . . beyond giving 
us a crust and a night’s shelter w’u*n we’ve leen 
hounded into the gutter.” 
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“ I can use my brains, which is something that 
neither of you seems able to do.'’ 

What are you getting at, Louise ? ” enquired Sir 
RoVrnd curtly. ‘VI suppose you’re going to tell us 
thatyoa know who sent those messages ? ” 

“ Exactly. Or, rather, I have ( a pretty strong sus- 
picion whd sent them. Your old playmate, Sophy 
Cleft.” 

“ What ! But that’s fantastic ! Sophy Q\Ji t hasn’t 
been heard of for over twenty yriars.” * 

“ Dead and buried long ago,” agreed^ Evelyn. 
“ You’ll have to think agA : n, my child.” f 

“ I’ve heard all that several times before,” replied 
Louise tartly. “ BUt I don’t believd- it. I’m perfectly 
certain, as I’ve told you bqjh already, that Sophy 
Cleft was at Bellagio last June. The woman I saw 
that night on the hotel \°rralc was the absolute spit 
image of the photograph in Rolo’s drawing-room. I’m 
convinced of it, I tell you, and, .nothing you can say 
will budge me.” 

Louise spoke with slich force thut her tumpaiuuns 
halted and stared at her in astonishment. 

“ I suppose it is juet possible,” said Sir Roland at 
last. “ After all, we have no firm evidence that Sophy 
is dead. The thing is wefi-nigh incredible ; but when 
one considers that detail, all that damnably accurate 
detail . . .” 

Evel^*’ sank his chin on his bosom, “ But this is a 
dreadful prospect,! absolutely appalfing. And if it is 
Sophy, how do w] get to gp.ps ^with her? We’ve no 
clues, no contacts at all.” s 

“ I rather think we have a contact, ”<-repliM Louise. 
“ Wour nephew j- ftupert.” 

Evelyn 1 vented* a yelp of terror. “‘No, no! Not 
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that ! You’re not suggesting that those two, of all 
people, have gone into partnership ? I tell you it would 
spell the breakdown of Western civilisation.” 

“ I admit I’ve no proof,” said Lituise. “ In facet’s 
just a hunch at t the moment. But in our present 
situation we can’t afljprd to overlook any possibj^ty.” 

“ I’d give anything to overlook this one'” muttered 
Evelyn.^ 

Sir ROlpnd^ tapped Louise on the shoulder. •“ I 
think, my dear, th^t’you had better tell us all you 
suspect. ” # 

“ All rigjit. It sounds a*bit thin, I’m afraid, but 
these are the facts. First : # there was this character at 
Bellagio whom I’nf sure was your Sophy Cleft. Second : 
Rupert Thom was also pt Bellagio acting as host for the 
Marco Polo travel agency. Third : the last night I was 
there I saw him join her ;»t her table on the hotel 
terrace. Whether anything was developing I can’t 
guess, as I had an appointment elsewhere at the time. 
But they had certainly established contact.” 

“ If Sophy Cleft* and my nephew Rupert established 
contact,” said Evclyi\, “ all hell would develop, and 
pretty smartish. Go on.” 

“ The scene now shifts to I ondon. Last Thursday 
Rose and I had luncheon ^vith Tom Brown and Piers 
Gaveston at the Ritz. Whilst *wc were chatting on the 
pavement altcrwaids, "V.fc saw a ypung man come out 
of the Green P^rk and get into a cab. was on 
•crutches and'ftflaone upJin bmdaies, but I’m ceitain 
it was Rupert. Wham’s more 1 ’m wire he saw us and 
deliberately avoided us, which stijkes me as highly 
significant.” . 

“ Wny so significant ? ” demanded Sir Roland * 

“ It’s just ihtuition, but I see n ^ns way* Rupert 
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Thom and Sophy Cleft are jointly responsible for these 
\monymous letters. If they read the newspapers and 
wVch. the newsreels they must know that Rose and I 
are 'Hosely connected with some of their principal 
victims. Hence Rupert’s speedy disappearance when 
he sawtus outside the Ritz.” , 

Sir Roland lashed out savagely at a- patch of thistles 
with his walking-stick. “ I don’t know what to think, 
I rtally don’t. This is all pure guess-vvorV; On the 
other hand we’ve nothing else to gp on, nothing at all.” 

He decapitated another clump of thistles, thfn jdbbed 
his stick into the turf. ‘*I don’t kn6w h?w you feel 
about it, Evelyn, but I’n\ inclined to think that we 
ought to follow this up. I still find it almost r impossible 
to believe that Sophy ^an be »back in circulation, but 
we can’t afford to ignore any^clue however slight.” 

“ I agree with you, Ro'o. But, assuming that it is 
Sophy and Rupert, how do we get at them ? It’ll be 
like looking for a couple of black mambas in the Black 
Hole of Calcutta. We could hire a private detective, 
I suppose. Or you could use your 'influence with the 
police.” ” y 

“ Don’t be such a bloody fool, Evelyn,” rasped Sir 
Roland. “ It would be ( courting disaster to call in 
outside help. We shall have to handle this thing 
ourselves, and damn caVefully, too.” 

“You’d far bettor leave ft 'to me,” said Louise 
quietly. f ,• 

“ Leave it to yo|i ? My dhar girl ! ii's very sweet' 
of you to suggest it, of course ; ,but there’s no reason 
why you should gqt mixed up in it.” . 

“ There are at l^ast three good reason? why \ should. 
I’m Very fond 6f you both and I don’t propose to watch 
you beirfg pushed aroirnd ; I have al¥eady decided 
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upon a possible line qf investigation ; and I have, an 
old score to settle with Rupert Thom.” 

“ But how are you going to set about it ? ” insisted 
Evelyn. 

“The first thjjig I’m going to do is borrow/ your 
Bristol and get back, to London to-night. JTh^; is no 
time to lose. I *can’t speak for Sophy Cleft, but from 
what I. know of Rupert Thom this Is no practical joke. 
Unless I’ii\mufh mistaken it’s a teeny touch of practical 
blackmail. I’ve a jjotion that you’ll be getting some 
more? anonymous letters pretty soon . . . business 
ones.” " 

As they turned back towards the house they saw 
another trfc> in thf distance, walking the cliffs. Louise 
shaded her eyes againstuthe sum 

“ Why, there’s Rose find Miss Blazer and General 
Grummit. Everybody is wonderfully energetic this 
afternoon. Oi perhaps it’s just nerves.” 

Ruptyt sank down on the sofa in the drawing-room 
at Malmsey Close *and drained three cups of China tea 
withput pause ; then lie lav back with a contorted sigh. 

“ My idea of liell is London 6n a hot Sunday after- 
noon. However, jhe trip w^s well worth while. You 
will be interested to learn* that all our victims have 
reacted violently.” 

“ How violently ? ” inquired tephy. “ Any good 
suicides? Tilery was nothing anjusing on *^he one 
* o’clock news 1 * 

“ They’ve all disappeared , gone for a rest in the 
country <vnd left no address.” 

“ Hov did /ou discover that ? ” 

“ By* telephone. And what a job .1 Ifad, ringing-up 
from different*call-boxcs all over Loudon ! ”• 

T.I.T.F. — 5* 



, THORN IN THE FLESH 


138 

V Very tedious for you. We must remember to 
charge them for the calls. Did you have any difficulty?” 

V None. It’s surprising what a prompt response you 
get yo your enquiries when you announce yourself as 
the t?qme Minister or the Archbishop of Canterbury 
or the ^Pecrftary of State for Wan” 

“ And what’s the next move ? ” •> 

“ Oh, the real thing, I think : a pithy littledemand- 
note requesting a prompt cash payment, ox'else. . . . 
We’ll give them a week to get back from their country 
retreats, and then start milking them properly.”*" 

“ About how much are you thinking o /* charging ? 
As they’re all old friends of mine, I shouldn’t like to 
pauperise them. On the other hand,’we’re bfjth putting 
a lot of hard work intq this bttsiness, and we must see 
that we make it worth our wlvle.” 

“ Quite so.” Rupert thoughtfully rubbed his chin. 
“ Personally, I think we ought to have a sort of sliding 
scale and adjust our charges according to income. I 
suggest, by the way, that we keep our handn off the 
Bishop. I mean it’s scarcely the filing to mulct the 
Church, is it ? ” V 

“I agree. In fact* I think we n^ight send him a 
subscription to the Cathedral repair,- fund.” 

“ Certainly. It only means the others will have to 
pay a bit more. Sir Roland Gander, I feel, ought to 
head the list, followed by Amorose Bannister, Minnie 
Blazer, /jreneral Gmmmit and my J T ncle Evelyn, in 
that order. You approve ? 

“ I do not. What’s the idea of putting .Evelyn at 
the bottom ? We’re not having any family favouritism 
in t^iis enterprise.* 

“ Family favouritism has nothing whatever to do 
with it. *As a ma.tcr of fact, Evelyn and I have always 
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fostered a profound mutual revulsion. It’s a question 
of common equity. All the others are far richer.” ' 

“ What about this Uncle Ned caper ? ” 

“ There’s nothing much in that, as you very well 
know.” 

“ There may be nothing much in it at prejeht, but 
that’s his fault. • If he dropped this incognito nonsense 
and re?.Uy commercialised himself He’d make a fortune 
overnight."* 

“ Agreed. But ha’d never do that. You know how 
fastidioua he is about the fj^nily name and so forth.” 

“ He’ll damn well have to do it if we squeeze him 
hard enough. Potentially,* your uncle is the richest 
of the lot, fend he^ll have to pay accordingly.” 

Rupert looked up sHfcrply. p I say, what goes on ? 
You do sound bitter. I. really believe you’re after the 
old gentleman’s blood. Am I to understand that you 
nourish a grudge ...” 

He broke off as Ifcphy turned her head away and 
stared out of the window. 

“ Not a grudge,” she said at last. “Just a teeny- 
wee ty touch of pique. You see, I was once madly in 
love with Evelyg. I proposed to him six times with a 
resounding lack af success.” 

“,You astound me. I Aever heard of this before. 
Was that why you toqk # off to foreign parts ? ” 

“ It was.” 

“ And you »’»v er hooked up wi>h anyone \se ? ” 

“ ft ever ; ^except in a /way of exercise.” 

When, she turned* towards him again, Rupert was 
astonished to see a tear sliding dofm her - heek. He 
blushed’ acutely and examined his finger-nails. 

“ Sophy ...” * 

“ Yes ? ” 
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‘‘ Are you still in love with him ? ” 

“Of course I am. More than ever now I’ve seen 
him doing Uncle Ned.” 

Rupert whipped notebook and pencil from his pocket. 
“ I’m delighted to hear it. It’s time Evelyn was taught 
a very Vharp lesson. We’ll put him right at the top of 
the list and charge him two thousand pounds. That, 
perhaps, will awaken him to a sense of his^ respon- 
sibilities.” , «> 

“ Make it guineas whilst you’re at it,” said Sophy. 
“ Evelyn always liked to ^o things in style.” « 

Towards midnight Rupert threw down his pen and 
sighed wearily. He was surrounded by a litter of spent 
matches and tom-up paper. 

“ I would never haye beli(?5ed that blackmail was 
such hard work. No wonder the criminal classes regard 
it with contempt. I can’t seem to get these demand- 
notes right. It’s infuriating.” 

Sophy packed up her game o^' patience. “ I can’t 
think what you’re niggling about. Surely w’s quite 
simple. Just a few terse lines to say that their private 
lives wil/ be public property unless . . .” 

Rupert shook his head. “ You don’fjinderstand what 
it is to be an artist : the .endless search for perfection, 
the ceaseless preoccupation? with style and technique. 
It makes no difference whether one is composing a five 
act verse-drama or demanding money with menaces ; 
there ij^always thn remorseless struggle for the mot 
juste, for the elegantly tumc^ phrase, for the rhythms 
that caress the ear. I make no mention of th** psycho- 
logical angle. Itfs no use just hammering out a 
starylardised rourd-robin. Each victim must be 
addressed in terms suited to his or her temperament : 
for Sir R'6land Gttnder the circumlocutory style of the 
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departmental minute^; for General Grummit the 
clipped, tabulated manner of regimental orders ; /for 
Minnie Blazer a torrent of abusive threats . .. . and 
so on.” 

Sophy yawned^and stretched. “ Well, I’m going to 
bed. Are you coming ? ” 

“ No. I shall jbe grappling with my literary problems 
for several hours yet.” 

She looked ^at him quizzically. “ What a curious 
boy you are, Ruperf. So frivolous and yet such a 
glutton for work. iVe rarely come across such energy 
and application • If you wei* into business you’d make 
a fortune in no time.” 

Rupert ^ondletfr his brandy balloon and pensively 
inhaled the aroma of # thc Armagnac. “ I take no 
credit. It’s simply a matter* of being comfortable. 
Like all true artists, I am happy only when I have some 
major task in hand. Idleness breeds feelings of guilt, 
early morning angjf, and constipation. Ceaseless 
activity^ that is the secret of the happy life. Otherwise, 
of course, you ma’/ start thinking . . . and then you’re 
donejfor.” 

“ No relaxation at all { ' said*Sophy. “ Wliat about 
a little love ? Wfliat about marriage, even ? Have you 
never thought of*scttling c^own, Rupert ? ” 

“*Ncver. Like Chamfort, i refrain from marriage 
for fear of breeding a Soft like mysflf ” 

“ Come, come. You’re no* ‘■o revolting as -til that.” 

“ Thank 4*911, *but yojl misund* stand me\ What 
I’m afraid of is producing .in 111 crior cop) of a unique 
masterpiece.” 

“ I see. Then what about lo^c alone, without 
marriage ? ” 

“ I’ve tried* it, but I can’t find Jhe rigfci type of 
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colleague. The very few women who really aren’t 
interested in marriage always seem rather . . . well 
. . . monsters. No ; by and large, it’s nappies or 
nothing. I prefer nothing.” 

“You mean that at the age of twenty-nine you’ve 
finally finished with the doxies ? ’’ 

“ Olrno,' I wouldn’t say that. With my perfect 
digestion and brandy-proof kidneys I’m an incorrigible 
optimist. I keep on hoping that sometime, somewhere, 
I shall find the lady who comes up to my requirements 
and, what’s more important, down to them. Now 
Louise Gale ...” 

“ Ah ! ” 

“ Yes. She struck me as being something quite 
exceptional. My Uncle Evcly^, apparently, thinks so 
too. And what he doesn’t know about women is 
scarcely worth mentioning, as'I’m sure you’re aware.” 

“ What he does know about women is scarcely fit to 
mention ; I’m well aware of tha^ And I’ve no doubt 
Miss Gale is too by now.” 

“ Oh, come. You’re not suggesting that my vener- 
able next-of-kin is actually ...” 

“ I’m suggesting nothing. All I know is that when 
Evelyn Chancery finds himself adjacexL to an attractive 
woman he doesn’t spend "'his time discoursing on the 
English Poetic Tragedy.” 

Rupert slowly put down uu glass. “ Upon my 
soul . . the naughty old rackapelt ! ” He snatched 
up hi'.' pen and notebook . “ My V/yncon&rmist 
conscience is outraged. We’ll oticlj another five hundred 
guineas on him for that, just to cool his' ardour a 
fraction.” 
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At eleven a.m. Remise was drifting down trfe better side 
of Bond Street in a ruthless summar frock by Gilberte 
and a diss^lut^ hat by Charlus. As she quivered along 
the crowded pavement on her four-inch heels she was 
happily aware of the ravenous glances of the young 
men who passed her, and tife X-ray stares of the old 
ones. What pleased her ^j/cn more wa s the flash of 
hostility iij the c^es of the women : that automatic 
baring of the mental c^aws with which the attractive 
and well-dressed female acknowledges the approach of 
a rival. 

Her sense of well-being was fuither intensified by 
the excitement of tl]£ chase. She was determined to 
run Ruyert Thom to ground and puncture that insolent 
young poet’s enormous self-salisfaction. But she did 
not underestimate tlte task. The trail would almost 
certainly be long and arduous, fraught with false starts, 
dead ends and fed herrings. Meanwhile, the omens 
were propitious. *the sun was shining ; she was looking 
her *best ; and a celebrated portrait painter had just 
fallen headlong over Us own umbrella in a frantic 
attempt to get a better view of thisy and that.\ 

Shc l ^umei»into the headquarters of the MaiSo Polo 
travel agency and askfd for the n anager. After crushing 
several underlings she was finally passed through to an 
office contain 'tig a glossy young \ady seated ^t a 
typewriter, filing her nails. 

“ You wish to see Commander Lanyard ? 'I 
i M3 
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The secretary’s supercilious iqanner and constipated 
accent irritated Louise. 

“ The name is neither here nor there. It’s the top ( 
man I want, the supreme gaffer.” 

“ Have you an appointment ? ” 

“ Of course not. I’m a busy w^man.” 

“ Then t'm afraid it’s qui + e impossible for you to 
see Commander Lanyard. He’s in conference.” 

Louise smiled sweetly. “ Shall we skip th^ nonsense ? 

I happen to know something about business routine. 
It’s now ten minutes past eleven. Unless I’m* very 
much mistaken, the ConWander is just finishing The 
Times crossword puzzle aijd wondering how soon he 
can decently slip out to luncheon. 'If you (won’t help 
me, I shall have to help mysej£” 

With this she strode' smartly across the room and 
through the door on the far side. 

“ What the devil . . 

Commander Lanyard leapt tq his feet, deftly con- 
cealing with a sheaf of papers the jigsaw puzzje on his 
blotting-pad. Louise recognised thtt familiar stigmata 
of the Royal Navy : smooth pale skin ; blu^-grey 
eyes pickled by oceans* of salt water and gin ; chronic 
delusions of grandeur. ' 

“ Sorry if I’ve made yoq lose your place, but I’m in 
a hurry, and your typis. was being difficult. Mfay I 
sit down ? ” ( 

One oPod look had pacified the ex-s.eadog. With the 
nimbi* motions of a conjuro^he dismiss'CtVhis secretary" 
who was still chirruping on the, threshold, 'closed the 
door, drew up an armchair, produced gin and\cigarettes, 
anc| replaced hj^ nautical scowl with a seductive 
grin. 

“ This* is indeed a delightful surprise. No, don’t 
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apologise, please. Oqjy too happy to be of service. 
What can I do for you, Miss . . .” 

“ Gale. Louise Gale. I’m afraid my business is 
rather unusual.” 

“ Don’t worry t about that. We fix anything here. 
What were you thinking of? We’ve just arranged a 
very interesting little tour to the Belgian* Cfingo for 
the annual fertility rituals, travelling either by air, or 
by camel ^ar^van across the Sahara. I can highly 
recommend it. Educative and enthralling to a degree. 
And 4he accommodation is really very good, very good 
indeed ; * though customer tire advised to take their 
own spades. Or perhaps v % ou were thinking of some- 
thing mors original, something right off the beaten 
track ? What about % hunting trip with the native 
mole-trappers in the Lincolnshire Wolds, or . . .” 

“ Thank you, thank you, but I haven’t come to 
discuss travel plans. I want to make enquiries about 
one of your employees, a young man called Rupert 
Thom.” 

At this the Commander underwent a startling 
metamorphosis. Th4 toothpaste smile yielded to a 
grimace of maniacal rage. Hia hands locked on the 
edge of his dcs£ He crouched forward in his chair, 
pulsating from top to bottom as if racked by some 
interior convulsion. 

“ Thorn, did you say .* Rupert £horn ! That brazen 
young bug . . . the impudent t young bas . . . 
* that : * . 

“ All ri ,ht, all rigljt,” said Louise. “ Your point is 
taken. F/om the general tiend of your remarks I 
assume that h« doesn’t work for yo^ any longer.” 

With a supreme effort the Commander hamessen his 
emotions and planted his elbow 1 ' on Jjis desk.* 
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“ You are quite right, Miss Gale. Rupert Thom 
docs not work for me any longer. What’s more, I 
never .want to see or hear of him again ; never so long 
as I live.” 

He wagged a forefinger under Louise’s nose. “ And 
if you take my advice you will steen clear of him yourself. 
Believe ine,' he is a danger to the public ; a thoroughly 
ruthless crook whoj ought to Le behind bars.” 

v Oh, come ! ” 

“ I mean it. Every word of it. You wouldn’t credit 
the disgusting trick he played on me.” 

“ No ? ” ' 

“ Blackmail, that’s wha,t it was. Sheer blackmail. 
He had a job as host for this agency at $ellagio on 
Lake Como. A few weeks aro, it seems, he started 
paying attention to the wife of one of our clients. The 
fellow actually found him in his wife’s bedroom.” 

“ What was he doing there ? ” 

The Commander flushed a trifle. “ Well, really, 
Miss Gale ! However, since you ask, I will tell you 
that he was actually . . . er . . . popping the 
question.” 

“ What question ? ”• 

“ Er . . . the question, Miss Gale. ' My client heard 
it distinctly : a man’s voice in his wife’s room saying, 
‘ To be or not to be, that is the question.’ Those were 
the very words. Apd shouted at the top of his voice, 
mark yqu. Not ewn the decency to be discreet about 
it. Y^ni seem to find it anlusing. T^/wiist cOhfess I 
don’t share your sense of humour.” 

Louise repressed her giggles. “ I’m sorry : but it is 
rather funny wl^en you know the foam. You see, 
Rupert Thom is a most peculiar man, Commander 
Lanyard* - He hgs only one use for a pvetty woman : 
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as an audience for -his views on the English Poetic 
Tragedy.” 

“ What ! ” 

“ Yes. Your outraged client was* labouring under a 
painful misapprehension. Rupert was not seducing 
his wife, poor girl. He was merely chastening her 
animal passions with a critical analysis of thfc soliloquies 
in Hamlet.” # 

“ Well, if he was,” replied the Commander, he 
didn’t get vfcry far with it, because my client broke the 
door down and pitched the young cad over the balcony. 
And a g(?od job,* too.” 

“ Oh, I say ! The poor boy ! He must have been 
terribly snrashed »p.” 

“ There* no need to^vaste any sympathy on Rupert 
Thom, I assure you. He wa? considerably knocked 
about, of course ; but not nearly enough for my taste. 
Do you know what he did ? ” 

“ Started on the soliloquies in Macbeth ? ” 

The Commander snorted irritably. “ It’s no laughing 
matter/ He cair^ back here? and demanded three 
hun<£ped pounds damages for injuries received in the 
course of his professional duties,” 

“ And did yot pay him ? ” 

“*I had to. Otherwise, he threatened to sue my 
clieiTt for assault. He was absolutely shameless about 
it. Said quite frankly tlfat he knew he wouldn’t stand— 
a chance of winning his case, but fte’d take damn good 
■ care tw mak^i . iidll of a scandal 01. • of it. I .ljuldn’t 
contemplate that so^t of thine, oi course. It would 
have beci, so bad for the business. So I had to pay 
up.” ^ 

Thc’Commander relaxed somewhat <^id poured* out 
more gin. “iet’s have another dunk. Whenever I 
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think of that insolent young puppy I break out into 
cold sweats.” 

“ H^ve you any idea where he is at present ? ” 

“ Not the slightest. Nor do I wish to know, f 
hope, by the way, that he isn’t a friend or relation of 
yours ? If so, you must forgive my speaking out like 
this ; btrt Hfe did serve me a very dirty trick.” 

“ Don’t disturb yourself. We are not associated in 
any way. I want to find him because there is a matter 
of some importance outstanding between us.” 

“ He owes you money ? Then I wish you luck. If 
you get it back I shall be very much ourprise'd.” 

“ It’s not money he owef me, Commander Lanyard. 
It’s just a little common civility. Yt-u see, pi, too, was 
in Bellagio recently, where I w/is subjected to the same 
indignities as your client’s wife. I, unfortunately, had 
no husband at hand to throw him over the balcony.” 

“ You mean . . .” 

“ Precisely. And he didn’t evep. pay me the compli- 
ment of reciting Shakespeare. All I got was Act Three 
of The Jetman's Revenge. I think ) ou owe me some 
rebate.” 

The Commander half rose to his feet. “ Some 
rebate ? Do you mean that you \Ctre one of our 
customers, too ? ” 

r . 

“ I was ; and a somewhat dissatisfied one, as I’m 
sure you’ll understand.” 

For several seconds the Commander sat motionless. 
Then flicked the microphone switcliSsv^is dtsk. 

“ Miss Tappet, you can go f(*r luncheon at once. 
Yes, I know it’s only half-past eleven. Do.r’t argue. 
And tell them dovfnstairs that I shall bojoccupied until 
furtner notice.” 

Louise, reached for her handbag. “ *Plcase, please, 



THORN IN THE FLESH, 1 49 

Commander Lanyard.* There’s no need to disorganise 
the entire office on my account.” 

“ Don’t mention it, Miss Gale, you’ve just told me 

that you weren’t satisfied with our amenities, and 

__ » 

SO . . . 

“ I assure you I was only joking.” 

“ A breakdown in our service is no joking matter. 
It is the proud boast of the Marco *Polo travel agency 
that there n<* such tfiing as a dissatisfied customer.” 

He strode to the 4oor ? locked it, and recrossed the 
room? ' 

“ Another pin£ gin ? No ? Then allow me to relieve 
you of your handbag and gloves. And may I suggest 
that you rgfnove /our hat ? It would be a pity to spoil 
it. These things cost riloney.” 

Half an hour later ^e Commander was putting 
Louise into a cab. As it pulled away from the kerb 
she poked her head through the window, waved and 
smiled. 

“ Gocj^-bye, Commander Lajvyard, and very many 
thanks. At last I 'understand what is meant by the 
Nelsa/ Touch.” 

At eleven-thir^i Sophy dropped Rupert at Malmsey 
Hautboys station. 

“ I don’t envy your tjaipsifcg round London ,pn_a 
day like this. What train do you want me to meet ? ” 
“ I hope to cat<jh the four-tlurty.t I haven’t a great 
‘deal to So. ^rst luncheon, th< n a c inference wnh my 
bootmakei , after which I think I’ll look in on my 
literary agent to see if he’s done anything with The 
Jelmaris Revenge. I must keep an eye on mv busimess 
affairs, you know. Poetry comes Inst ,* blackmail xs 
only my hobby.” 
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yncommonly spruce in a durk town suit, Rupert 
leaned into the back of the car and extracted his bowler 
hat, rolled umbrella and Adolphe. 

“ Come on, you idle sod ! And don’t slobber all 
over my trousers.” < 

The tyilltfog waddled out of the car, wheezing like a 
defective pump. Rupert pulled on his gloves and 
attached the leash! 

“ I think we go rather well together j sharing, as we 
do, the sterling moral qualities of the Island Race : 
imperturbable phlegm, Oo^ged perseverance, and a 
tendency to bite outsiders in the leg.” « 

“ I do hope he behaves ‘himself,” said Sophy. “ I’m 
not at all sure that it’s wise of you 'Jo take him. You 
know he’s never been (p London before.” 

“ Then he’s due for a touch of metropolitan polish. 
If I have time I’ll take him to my hairdresser’s and 
treat him to a shampoo and a pedicure.” 

As Rupert strolled elegantly iiLo the station, towing 
Adolphe in rear, Sophy watched him with <y tender 
smile. 

“ Juss like dear Evelyn,” she murmured to herself. 
“ God help the doxies*.” 

1 

Shamus Skindle was haul at work when the buzzer 
spjmded on his desk. Vvith shrug of impatience he 
put aside his knittiig and flicked the switch. 

“ A. young lady' to see me ? No^poointmgnt, you # 
say ?*Thcn send her away. I’m very busyt N \ . . What? 
Chestnut hair and a good forty ifichcs ? Thin send her 
in immediately. ^What arc you waiting for? ” 

Louise stepped into the publisher’s sanctum to find 
him poring over a massive manuscript. He held the 
pose for *a well-judged ten seconds. Then he suddenly 
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looked up and sprang jto his feet with an exclamation 
of surprise. 

“ My dear young lady ! Pray forgive me. One gets 
so terribly immersed in one’s work uiat . . .” 

“ Sb I notice,” replied Louise. She leaned across 
the desk and tweaked a half-knitted yellow sock from 
under the pile o£ manuscript. “ I’m afraid I^e made 
you drop a stitch.” 

Shamus l^d Jier into the tasteful Regency parldhr, 
adjoining his office,, where he entertained favoured 
visitors apd his more sue?,, ssfpl authors. 

“ Do sit down’ Miss . . .” 

“ Gale. Louise Gale.” 

“ What 2 charifting name, if I may say so. Try the 
chaise-longue. It’s not«nearly so uncomfortable as it 
looks. And what will yep drink ? Vermouth, Pernod, 
Picon ? ” 

“ I’d like a pink gin.” 

“ Ah, you have robust tastes, I see.” 

“ YcSj I have Naval connections, and it’s catching.” 

Shamus relaxed fnto an armchair, carefully deploying 
his bd&utiful trousers* and swept up the hon^ of his 
moustache. 

“ And now, Mlijjs Gale, I api entirely at your service. 
WhdJ; have you got for i$ie ? A witty little novel 
perhaps, full of champagne ai!d diddle-cum-wcdjock ? 
Or something in the biographical # line ? Believe me, 
I shall be delighteji to consider any^iing you choose to 
"bring to" inattention." 

“I haven't anythkig to shc»vV you, Mr. Skindle. 
I’m not an author myself. What I’ve come for is to 
make enquiries about Rupert Tho’it*” 

“ Ah* my poet ! A delightful fellow, foung Rupert, 
but obstinate. # You know. Miss Gaic*I just cto’t seem 
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to make that boy see reason. You’re familiar with his 
stuff no doubt ? Excellent in its way, but just lacking that 
teenyweeny something that would jerk us all into the, 
big money.” 

“ There didn’t seem to be anything lacking in Love 
In Our Tinier I have to keep my copy in the refrigerator 
and reaa it under a cold shower . . . and then I can’t 
see for the steam.” 

' True, true. Apart from a ninety-year-old thriller 
writer, Rupert is quite the most bedridden author on 
my list. But his tone is t( wr,ong, Miss Gale. ,, He’s far 
too cheerful about it all. What his stuff needs is a 
strong injection of mental ,igonies and seedy boarding- 
houses. A sense of sin : that’s what ht. oughtj^o develop, 
as I was telling him only last >„eek.” 

Louise perked up. “ You $iiw him last week ? Then 
perhaps you can tell me where to find him.” 

Shamus shook his head. “ Terribly sorry, but I’m 
afraid I can’t help you. I haven’t the faintest idea where 
he’s living. Rupert is never in the same placq for two 
minutes together ; or in the same continent, for that 
matter.” 

“ But surely he must have some sort of address, Mr. 
Skindle. Otherwise, how do you conduct your business 
with him ? ” 

“ j r repeat, Miss Gale 1 , that, Rupert is quite the most 
diilicult of my authors. I don’t do business with him : 
he does it with mu On the average I hear from him 
once 4 year when he shoots in a liquor-'St -iden' manu- ‘ 
script bearing the postmark of one of the more lurid 
foreign seaports. I see him, on the average, twice a 
yea;, when he da'nes into my office demanding money. 
As for having an address, he doesn’t hold with the 
practice; maintaining, as he docs, that an address 
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serves only as a swarpiing-point for rude men with 
writs.” 

“ And when you saw him last week he really gave 
no hint at all of his whereabouts ? A 

“ None. In faft, he was even more secretive than 
usual ; rather offensively so, I may say. I can only 
suggest that you t leave a letter for him here, 'and I’ll 
see that he gets it when he next calls in ; though I 
should warn y<?u that it may be another six morfths 
before he does so.” 

Loaise sighed and lay on the cushions, linking 
her hands behind her head, thereby causing Shamus’s 
eyes to stand out like iced lollies. 

“ I’m afjfiid thlt’s no good. It’s imperative that I 
see him personally.” 

Shamus drew his chay- closer and leaned forward 
earnestly. “ I don’t wish to pry into your affairs, Miss 
Gale, but if I can be of any help I shall be only too 
delighted. Perhaps ^ou wish to discuss his work with 
him. . . . Oh, I say ! ” 

He recoiled in <darm as Louise jerked upright with 
a snor./ of indignation* 

“ Wish to discuss his work with him ! I would sooner 
suffer myself to tom apart, by wild horses. That at 
least ^would be preferable tr* suffocation with a surfeit 
of semi-colons.” 

“ Really, Miss Gale,” ’protested jShamus, “ I don't - 
understand you. I only thought th|t . . .” 

* “ You*do»l ? r fhen I’ll explain After whic\ you 
may have a clearer notion of that teeny weeny some- 
thing that’s lacking in his work.” 

Some minutos later Shamus replenished the glasses, 
nodding sympathetically. 

“ I see your*point of view, Miss Gglc, I dc^ indeed. 
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But you must make allowances for the artistic tempera- 
ment. When a writer is locked in the agonies of com- 
position, nothing must be allowed to disturb him. 
Nothing whatsoever.” 

“ So it seems.” 

“ The layman, I know, finds tfcis difficult to under- 
stand. But 1, as a publisher, have long realised that if my 
authors are to give cf their best they must be freed from all 
distractions. Accordingly, I make it a practice, in so far as 
I am able, to assist them with their outside obligations.” 

“ Very praiseworthy, J.’m/Gure.” '* 

Shamus drew his chair still nearer. “.Some of the 
responsibilities I find mystjlf faced with are tedious, if 
not unpleasant ; such as arranging* for tlje emptying 
of earth-closets in remote rural localities, and buying 
consignments of babies’ dummy-teats. Others, on the 
other hand, are very agreeable, very agreeable indeed. 
It depends on the author.” 

He paused to put aside the a-rcasional table which 
stood between them. “ Now Rupert, Miss Gale, is a real- 
pleasure to look after. We have a'very happy under- 
standing which is best summed up in his own Vords : 
‘ I grind out the doggerel, Shamus ; the rest is up to 
you.’ Believe me, dear voung lady, ’there’s nothing I 
wouldn’t do for Rupert. I make no mention of my 
duty, as a publisher, towards the sacrosanct traditions 
"of our great national literature, a duty which, though 
often burdensome in the highest degree. ... I beg 
your-f pardon ? ” 

“ I said, where shall I put mp hat ? ” 

At three o’clock they came out of El .Greco, and 
Shamus put Louise into a taxi. 

“ A very delightful interlude, if I may say so, Miss 
Gale. I only wish that all my authors’ chores were 
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such a pleasure to undertake. I’m so very sorry that 
I can’t be of more help to you in finding the boy ; but, 
as I say, it might be worth your while to see his agent. 
51 charming fellow, Mark Hanker, And I’m sure he’ll 
do what he can, especially if you tell him I sent you. 
But I don’t hold out jnuch hope.” 

As the cab pulled away from the kerb, L8ui& poked 
her head out of the window and blew a kiss. 

“ Good-bye, fylr. Skindle. And thank you so imlbh 
for everything. At last*I understand what is meant by 
the antistic temperament.^ 

“ It’s really very naughty <jf you, Rupert, to keep on 
disappearing like tfiis. You might at least have given 
me a poste-restante addyss or something. God knows, 

I try to do my best for njy authors, but handling you 
is like trying to handle a greased phantom. And when 
you do finally turn up, you must needs bring a bloody 
ravenous monster int^ my office which bites me in the 
shin and ruins my new suit.” 

Mark blanker, a tall slim young man with a fountain 
of red,./iair and piercihg green eyes, was sitting cross- 
legged on his desk where he had been driven by the 
assaults of Adolphe. 

“ J’m glad somebody wan^s to see me,” said Rupert. 
“ It makes a nice change. Aiid now that I am^here, 
have you got any lovely surprises for me?” 

“ As a matter of fact I have, |hough you don’t 
tlcscrve h. ^It’s tliat horriblt glut* verse-dra\a of 
yours, The Jttmaris Bfvengt. Hi bert Derrick is crazy 
about it, God alone knows why. It bored me rigid. 
Anyway, he’s |nade a very handsome offer for fhe 
thing. And don’t say you’ll tlnnk ii own, because you 
know very wcl> you can’t afford thinking.” 
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“ This is really most gratifying,” said Rupert. “ But 
scarcely a surprise, Mark. After all, genius, like truth, 
will out.” 

“ Needless to say he wants the thing mucked abouT 
a bit.” 

“ Of course. They always do ; ..except Shamus who’s 
too busy with his knitting. What does Derrick want ? 
If he’s baulking at all those semi-coions, he’s had it. 
Nothing will persuade me to alter a single one.” 

“ More obscurity, that’s what he wants. He con- 
siders you a most proposing young playrighi, but 
handicapped at present by a marked cendpncy towards 
lucidity. In fact he says, /hat, as the thing stands, at 
least half the customers will know ^ihat itrs about.” 

“ Then they’re a damn-sigh/ smarter than I am.” 

“ You think you can obfuscate the job a fraction ? ” 

“ I’ll try. Anything to oblige.” 

“ Splendid ; though I’m afraid it’ll mean a lot of 
work for you.” 

“ Not at all. I shall simply re-type the whole thing 
back-to-front. That’ll fox the bastards.” ' 

“ Before you start your alterations, you’d betwr take 
a look at this letter. 'It’ll give you some idea of what 
Derrick wants.” h 

Rupert accepted the tj^ree sheets of typescript, lit 
his pipe and took out his spectacle frames. 

* You still use .those damn silly things, I notice,” 
said Mark. “ Hoi /ever, I suppose most poets are stark 
starijf^ mad.” 

“ They’re very necessary tc my work,” replied 
Rupert curtly. “ Believe me, by the time I!vc finished 
obfuscating The;JJetman, I shall need a pair of fog- 
lamps to see the typewriter.” 

They were interrupted by Mark’s secretary. 
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“ Excuse me, Mr. Hanker, there’s a young lady, to 
see you. She says Mr. Skindle has sent her.” 

“ Indeed ? Did she give her namg ? ” 

“ Yes. Miss Louise Gale.” 

“ What ! ” Rupert was on his feet, thrusting back 
his chair. “ For God’s sake, Mark, don’t 1ft that girl 
in here.” * 

“ But my dear chap ! ” 

“ Don’t a<^c Jne to pxplain, because I can’t, tfut 
it’s absolutely impenati\p that she doesn’t see me. 
What*s nvre, sh^ mustn’t kr®w that I’m in London, 
or in England even. You must send her away at once.” 

“ But I can’t do that, Rupert. If she’s been sent by 
Shamus I nAfst set? her. It’s only common civility.” 

“ Theli I shall have tif clear oyt until you’ve finished 
with her. Where is she ? <’ 

“ Waiting in the outside office,” replied the secretary. 
“ And from the looks of things she won’t wait much 
longer. Ever so impStient she is.” 

“ They you’ll have to get her out of the way until 
I’ve ma^le my escape. t This is vital, Mark.” 

“ All right, all right, steady yourself. I can’t imagine 
what all the fuss is about ; but* anything to humour 
•a poet. . . . Loc^% I tell you. what. You nip in next 
door Vherc and have a chat with old Kit Marlowe. 
He’s fanatical about the Jgtman. Meanwhile, I’lShave 
the girl in and get rid of her as soon»ao possible. Then 
jve can go on witji our talk. I sltan’t be a jiffy, I 
promise you* 

Rupert made for tile door on the opposite side of 
the room. * “ Right. But remembe^, Maik 1 If she 
asks abgut me , J don’t tell her a th.ng. Not a thiAg. 
Say you haven’t seen or heard of m» le>' tAe past twelve 
months. You understand ? ” 
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Calm yourself, old boy. 1*8 stall her off. You can 
depend on me.” 

A moment later Mark was shaking Louise warmly, 
by the hand. 

“ Miss Gale ? This is indeed a pleasant surprise. 
Always m<jre than delighted to see a friend of Shamus. 
Do sit down. And a glass of sherry, perhaps ? Excellent, 
excellent. And n6w, please tell me what I can do for 
you.” 

“ Well, Mr. Hanker, it’s like this . . .” 

She broke off sharply as something warm and wet 
slid across the finger-tips of her disengaged hand. 

“ Good gracious me ! Vi' hat a charming animal, Mr. 
Hanker. I love bulldogs. Why, thu: pet"?> Look, he’s 
licking all the varnish off riiy nails. What do you 
call him ? ” 

“ I . . . er . . . don’t know. That is . . .” 

“ You don’t know ? But how extraordinary. Surely 
you must call him something? ” 

Mark swallowed hastily. “ Well, you see, he’s not 
my dog. Belongs to a friend of mine. I’m just looking 
after him for the . . . er . . . present. And now, Miss 
Gale,” he continued firmly, “if I can help you in 
any way, I am entirely it your sen ice.” 

“ Of course. I mustnh waste your time gosriping. 
IJi'sC want to know if you ''an tell me where to find 
Rupert Thom. Mr. Skindle informs me that you 
handle Mr. Thofn’s affairs, so I thought you might 
know his present address.” 

Mark threw out his hands. “ Alas, Miss Gale, you’ve 
defeated me. I ^lo indeed handle Rupert’s' affairs, but 
where he is at vhe present time I hav’en’t the faintest 
notion. It sounds fantastic, I know ; but it’s the truth. 
Rupert is a singularly elusive young man.” 
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“ But if you’re his agtnt, surely you have to keep in 
touch with him ? ” 

I try to, but with very little success. In fact; I’ve 
pretty well given it up as a bad job.' I just wait, and 
hope that he’ll turp up when he’s wanted.” 

“ May I ask when you last saw him ? ” 

“Well . . . let # me think. About a year* ago, I 
should say.” 

“ And you’ve mo idea when you’re likely to see him 
again ? ” 

“ Ffankjy, I haven’t. I'm terribly sorry.” 

Louise sighed, and leaned forward to reach the ash- 
tray, thereby causing Mark to drop his cigarette, 
overturn hi Vghcrrjl and gasp like a blown tyre. 

They were interrupt 1 *! by tjie telephone. Mark 
groped for the receiver. V Hanker speaking. Oh, it’s 
you, Shamus. Yes, yes, Miss Gale is here with me now.” 
He flashed a smile at Louise across the instrument and 
bowed profoundly. “•Certainly she’s told me what she 
wants, but as I was saying to hpr a moment ago, I’m 
very mu^h afraid I tan’t help her. I’ve no idea where 
Rupert . . . What's tfiat vou say ? What do you 
mean, I ought to be ashamed ot ihyself ? If I could do 
..anything. . . . Alright, then * Goon. I’m listening.” 

Foi* some moments he listened, and with ever in- 
creasing attention. , 

“ I sec,” he said at last. “ I see. % Thank you very 
much indeed, Shaipus. Fm deeply •indebted to you. 
Of course I’ 1 Wet you have the fust rt l isal of BeneSSct’s 
new book. Don’t mention it. 1 hi ver> least I can do.” 

He put down the receiver and dashed around his desk 
to the door. His voice sounded ur,eVly in the outer 
office. 

“ Miss Whittle ! I want you to blctk all tetephone 
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calls, and cancel all my appointments until further 
notice. You understand ? No interruptions whatsoever. 

I have some very urgent business to attend to.” 

A moment later he re-entered the room and closed 
the door decisively. 

“ And now, Miss Gale, I suggest we take up where 
we left oft. I gather from my telephone conversation 
with Mr. Skindle that I may be able to help you after 
ali.” 

He advanced with a glamorous smile, only to stumble 
over Adolphe recumbent, in the middle of the caipet. 

“ Good heavens, that dog ! What on earth is he 
eating ? Oh, I say ! H<xv awful ! It’s . . . it’s your 
hat, Miss Gale.” 

Louise finished her sherr> and crushed out her 
cigarette. “ Don’t disturb him, Mr. Hanker. He 
seemed to like the look of it, so I thought he might as 
well have it. I never get a chance to wear the thing.” 

In due course, Louise gatherer’ up her belongings. 

“ Well, I really must be on my way, Mr. t Hanker. 
I’m very much obliged to you for your ir A yaluable 
assistance. I now understand why it is so important 
for an author to have an enterprising agent.” 

As she picked her gloyes off the <^sk, something fell, 
on to the floor at her feet. She bent down with a t cry of 
alarm. 

“ Oh, dear ! Ypur spectacles. I am a clumsy idiot.' 
I do hope I haven't . . . but Ijow very peculiar ! 
Thqfe aren’t any lenses in them.” v 

She replaced the massive hoi.n frames on the desk. 

“ I’m most intrigued, Mr. Hanker. Do tell me what 
ye.u use them ftr . Spotting the pitfalls in contracts ? 
Or just playing charades with the staff ? ” 

“ I .• . . er . don’t use them, Miss Gale. That 
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is to say they . . . er .. . . aren’t mine. Tliey belong 
to a friend.” 

cc Oh, I see. You mean the same friend who. owns 
tTiis amusing dog ? He must be quite a character.” 

“ Ef . . . yes. # Or, rather, that is. . . .” He took 
a deep breath and m^de for the door. “ Look, if you’ll 
forgive me one moment, I’ll just run do\Ai -and tell 
them to get you d cab. Shan’t be a second.” 

He had scarcely crossed the threshold when Louise 
slipped round behind 'his desk and crouched down 
beside the bulldog who was champing away at her hat 
under the ^rmchair. She patted him cautiously, 
whereupon he gave her an ?jniable grin and started to 
lick the n^iUvamysh off her other hand. Whilst he 
was thus engaged, she e$ised his collar around until she 
could read the metal platp . 

‘ Adolphe Cleft. Malmsey Close. Malmsey 
Hautboys.’ 

A few minutes l<ger Mark and Rupert had just 
•resumed their conference when they were again 
internuAed. 

“ Excuse me, Mr. Hanker, but there’s a yoimg lady 
to see you. She says Mr. Skindle has sent her, and it’s 
very urgent ind'jed.” 

“ Good God ! Xnothcr ? ibid she give her name ? ” 

“ Yes. Miss Rose Petal.’ 
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As soon*, 2L she got back to Chestnut Square Louise 
sent a guarded tejegram to Sir Rolahd Gander at The 
Lonely Pilchard, advising him that hounds were in full 
cry. Then she set her alaru'm clock ‘and went to 
bed. 

After three hours’ sleep, a long hot bath, and a pint 
of claret with her dinner, c ^he was ready for the night’s 
work. She put on a sweater, slacks a?.^ rope-soled 
sandals, slipped a small electrj^ torch into her pocket, 
and, after a moment’^ thought, added a bottle of nail 
varnish. 

It was eleven o’clock when she reached Malmsey 
Hautboys. On the outskirts of the village she turned 
off the main road and drove for a mile along a narrow 
winding lane. If her 1 navigation vwerc cornet, The 
Close lay somewhere behind the belt of trees'* on her 
left. Presently she came to a crumbling stone gateway 
beyond which a rough track disappeared amongst the 
undergrowth. She switched off all the lights, easc r l the 
car into the coppice ard parked behind a barrier of 
bushes. 

She emerged fro^n the trees into a wide flat paddock. 
Two hundred yards ahead rose the* blacky ouvline of a 
house. The side facing her was ijji darkness, but on the 
left flank a broad oblong of light indicated open french 
windows. 

Ihis was it r Ihe night was still, sultry, and moon- 
less, the ^tars veiled by a mauve haze : ideal conditions 

l62 
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for a reconnaissance. She tightened the tapes of her 
espadrilles, rolled her sweater sleeves up to the elbow 
ajid strode swiftly across the crisp turf. 

Sophy looked up from her cards and sighed fretfully. 
“ Haven’t you finished those letters yet ? This is the 
second night you’ve spent on them. I’m getting rather 
bored with it.” 

Rupert swept»the hair out of his eyes and flourislffcd 
some sheets of pap^r covered with scrawled hand- 
writing. 

“ Shan’t he long now. These are the final drafts. 
Just a matter of typing them, then I’ve finished.” He 
surveyed Ips^wor’/ with intense satisfaction. “ Proper 
little gems they are, to*. Each^one carefully adapted 
to the temperament of the recipient, and all of them 
distinguished by that limpid yet sinewy style associated 
with the pen of R. Thom. What I particularly like is 
the blend of suave menace and whimsical banter ; a 
bitter-sweet flavour which lingers on the palate and ...” 

“ ioj pity’s sal* get them finished,” said Sophy. 
“ Then we’ll have a cup of tea.” 

They were interrupted by a ‘bubbling growl from 
Adolphe who w4^ lying on tfye hearthrug. 

Rupert shied a cushion at him. “ Silence, you 
asthmatical bagpipe ! How ctfli I pet on with my Vork 
if you lie there rumbling like a bow-legged volcano ! ” 

But Adolphe refused to be hushed. He heaved him- 
self to his £>et and shambled to tL<* french willows, 
where he stood glow*ring into (he night with renewed 
chunterings and wheezings. 

“ His trip tc» London has thoroughly unsettled hifn,” 
said Sophy. “ I expect he wants to go t* a night club. 
Or else he c&n smell that licentious tomc*t of the 
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Rector’s. The brute lounges out there, on top of the 
summer house, boasting about his sex-life until poor 
Adolphe is in a perfect whirl.” 

At this point the bulldog suddenly ceased his mutter- 
ing and padded briskly through the, windows into the 
garden. 

At half-^jast twelve Rupert pushed back his chair 
with a grunt of ratisfaction. “ Well, that’s that. A 
veiy agreeable way of earning ten thousand pounds. 
I’m extremely grateful to Shames for squashing your 
book. He’s saved us a dfal of hard labour.” ( * 

Sophy looked slightly piqued. “"I st, ; ll think we 
should have done much better if only Skindle had had 
the guts to publish. Not to mention the ,loss to the 
treasure-house of English literature.” 

Rupert shook his head. “,I don’t agree. The book 
would have done very well, no doubt. But once it had 
run its course we should have exhausted all our assets. 
With blackmail, on the other ha^d, you always have 
something in store against a rainy day. Nor must we 
forget the income tax. ' That would iiave made^a nasty 
hole in pur receipts. Believe me“ ten thousand pounds 
tax free is not to be sneezed at.” 

“ I suppose you’re right. By the w**iy, how did you 
finally decide to divide it uo ? ” 

“ General Grummit, fifteen hundred ; Miss Blazer, 
Sir Roland Gander and Ambrose Bannister, two 
thousand apiece ; 4* Uncle Evelyn, two thousand five 
hundred. I hope you don’t mind the induced fees 
for tne General, but as an ex-gvnner myself, I felt I 
couldn’t squeeze him too hard. I always was a senti- 
mental old softy.”* 

“ So I’ve noticed. The only thing is . . .” 

“Yes l What?” 
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“ I wonder if we’re, being unfair to Evelyn. Two 
thousand five hundred is quite a sum of money, you 
know. Do you think he can really afford it ? I shouldn’t 
like to deprive him of all his little comforts.” 

Rupert waggle^ a forefinger and smiled roguishly. 
“ Aha ! So that’s the, trouble. After all these years the 
fires of passion still bum with a hard gem-lik# flame.” 

“ Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve told you already that he 
refused me six Aimes. It’s simply that I don’t want* to 
pauperise an ‘old playmate.” 

“ Just as you like, Sophy. J leave it entirely to you. 
It makes no,diff<?rence to me.” 

“ What do you mean, it rgakes no difference to you ? 
You’ve bcr«fne jery high-minded all of a sudden, 
haven’t you ? ” 

“ I mean that the financial Ingle of our scheme no 
longer concerns me. It’s all yours.” He avoided her 
brilliant blue stare and enveloped himself in a dense 
smoke-screen. “ Yo# see it’s like this, Sophy. Now 
that Hubert Derrick has taken The Jetman’s Revenge, 
I shall I le very comfortably placed. You, on the other 
hand, are in a pretty* tight comer. You’ve sqld most 
of your jewellery, you tell me, and you have a thump- 
ing gr eat overdraft at the bank. In short, your need is 
vCry^much greater than mipc.” 

She crossed the room and laid her hand ,on his 
' shoulder. “ Rupert, you’re a pet. 1 really don’t know 
what to say. It’s very civil of you, vVry civil indeed. But 
' of coursd j^ouldif’t think of accepti ig such an offer.” 

“ Then I shall have to make vou see reason. Just a 
moment whilst I find my spectacles. Now ! ” 

Ten minute later Rupert had gained his pointy 

“ So that’s that, and I don’t want t» hear another 
word about if. The privilege ol helping throne and 
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only Sophy Cleft out of her difficulties is a more than 
ample reward for my labours/* 

Sophy patted his cheek and gave him a sad, sweet 
smile. “ The more I see of you, dear boy, the more 

you remind me of your ” 

Rupert interrupted her with, a cry of anguish. 
“ Listen* Sophy. If you liken me once more to my 
Uncle Evelyn I shall gather up my Skirts and flounce 
ou/5 in a huff. In this case the comparison is par- 
ticularly inappropriate. My decision has been prompted 
by a sentiment which Evplyn has never shared with me 
or anyone else : I mean a keen sense Of sii^ t ravelling 
home in the train this afternoon, I experienced what I 
can only describe as a mystical rcvefyuioi* f The scales 
fell from my eyes, and I suddenly realised that if I 
allowed myself to profit from your memoirs I should be 
guilty of the most degrading offence in the entire cata- 
logue of moral squalor. In the course of my twenty- 
nine years I have turned some pretty dirty tricks, but 
I have never yet lived on the earnings of women. I- 
may be a cad, but at l£ast I’m a gentleman.” k 

“ Very praiseworthy. But you' do your uncle an in- 
justice. Evelyn has always been intensely preoccupied 
with sin.” a 

“ I must confess I hadn’t noticed it.” . 

“ Well, it all depends* on one’s point of view. You 
see he calls it a keen sense of fun.” 

Whilst Sophy weat to brew the tea, Rupert cleared 
up hjji work. He checked over the letters £oi* the last 
time and slipped them into theiru envelopes. Then he 
crumpled up the hand-written drafts and torsed them 
intq the empty tyarth. He was putting a match to 
them when Sophy came back with the tea-tray. 

“ Comp along. $ We’ll drink this outside.” 
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“ All right. Shan’t a second. I’m just destroying 
incriminating evidence.” 

# He set fire to the paper, switched off the lights and 
followed Sophy out on to the lawn. As he stepped 
through the frencji windows he passed within a yard 
of Louise who was # pressed against ihe wall, with 
Adolphe contentedly licking nail varnish Inst of the 
palm of her hand. 

A moment later she slipped into the darkened roflm 
and darted fo the ^replace. The screwed-up paper 
had fceen # slow to ignite. Opp sheet was considerably 
charred, buj the other four were untouched. She 
thrust them all into her pocket, then grabbed five 
fresh sheetg^tom jhe writing-table, dropped them into 
the hearth and set fire#vith her cigarette lighter. 

This done, she pondered her next move. She had 
secured some very valuable evidence, and there was 
nothing now to prevent her making a safe retreat. 
She had only to fin<i the front door and return across 
the field to her car. But having got thus far, it would 
be a p^y to miss <mything through excessive caution. 
With a little boldness Vnd perseverance she migfrt learn 
something more to her advantage. 

sidled uj^to the frcijch windows and recon- 
noitred the lawn. Her eye$ were by now well accus- 
tomed to the summer night. Rupert and Sophy *were 
sitting in the canvas swing-seat on the far side of the 
grass, facing the house. Louise ciuld hear a steady 
' murmur *o£ conversation punctuated by the ratde of 
tea-cups and the consented burblings of Adolphe whom 
Rupert was stuffing with sugar lumps. She determined 
to* get within earshot. There was no mover for a froytal 
approach. She would have to work he» way up from 
the rear. 
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She left the drawing-room, crossed the hall and let 
hetself out by the front door. She paused to get her 
bearings, then set off on a wide detour through the 
grounds. 

Three minutes later she emerged, from the orchard 
and halted abruptly. She had rngled her approach 
correctly enough, but she was cut off from her objective 
by a serious obstacle in the shape of a lily-pond the 
sizfc of a tennis court. Steep grassy baftks enclosed the 
oblong of murky water. The swing-seat containing 
Rupert and Sophy backed up to the brink at the 
farther end. 

For a moment Louise w*is inclined to let well alone 
and call it a night. But her deternrinatk.t hardened 
again. She slid down the bar-k until her feet were 
almost in the water ; then, clutching at the coarse 
grass with her hands and digging her toes into the soft 
earth, she began to edge along the perimeter of the 
pool. 

Presently she was in position, lying flat on her' 
stomach at an angle of forty-five * degrees, ft‘r toes 
dabbling in the mud and her head just below the top 
of the bank. Above her, no more than ten feet away, 
was the back of the swirjg-seat. Ap^»t from an»'" ,, ’k. 
wardly placed thistle, her .posture was tolerably Com- 
fortable. 

There was the scratch of a match followed by the 
reek of Rupert’s vi& tobacco. 

“ yes, I was pretty badly shaken, I cafr* tell you, 
when they both appeared at Hunker’s 'office. I im- 
mediately assumed that they suspected something. 
Glei.rly, I’m not»'iut out for a criminal career Too 
highly strung.’* 

“ Did iMr. Haijker discover what the^ wanted ? ” 
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“ All he could tell jne was that it scurried to be a 
personal matter of some sort. Indeed Mark was really 
gather tiresome about the whole thing. He kept me 
waiting for over an hour whilst he got rid of them, 
and then said he # was feeling too tired to talk business, 
and would I mind galling on him again later in the 
week.” 

“ A personal matter ? Perhaps they just wanted an 
apology from yt>u.” 

“ An apology ? \Y^t on earth for ? ” 

“ My dear Rupert. Two extremely attractive young 
ladies call op you in your room at three o’clock in the 
morning, and what happens ? You entertain them to 
two hourj’*4nterj>e mental exercise, and then go to 
sleep. If that doesn’t tall for an apology I don’t know 
what does. Do you realky thint those girls risked their 
necks climbing into your apartment simply to talk 
about poetry ? ” 

“ Why not ? P#etry is an intensely interesting 
subject.” 

Sopl^r drew iif her breath with an audible hiss. 
“ If my memory serves me, poetry has been defined as 

emotion recollected in tranquillity, and ” 

f ‘ Quite so. ^id a very ggod definition, too.” 

“|I agree. But healthy y<jung women in their middle- 
twenties are not particularly interested in emotion re- 
collected in tranquillity What thev're more concerned 
with is emotion dissipated in activity ” 

“ Now jjou’re just being frivolous.” ^ 

“ Not at all. If y#u’d tieat me as you treated those 
two girls, I should be looking lor you with a hatchet. 
And an exceptionally jagged one, tefg.” 

“ I suppose I was a bit inhospitable, ” mused Rupert. 
“ But you cafl’t think how that k in<J of young women 

T.I.T.F. — 6* 
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irritates me. They’re all the same. Just because they 
have pretty faces, good figures, and a certain ameunt 
of style, they assume that a man is completely at theip 
disposal, ready to be dangled on the end of a string, if 
they feel like it ; or ready to make lqye at a moiiient’s 
notice, if they happen to feel like that. I, for one, 
refuse to*>bfc a party to such an undignified state of 
affairs. We are all human, I know, and sub-tropical 
suiAmer nights are notoriously provoking. But I was 
vexed by their bland assumption that my time and 
energy were automatically at their service. In,.thd best 
interests of British manhood it was necessary to teach 
them a very sharp lesson, which, I flatter myself, I did, 
with my customary blend of firmness yind *.-»urtesy.” 

Sophy banged her cup down on the table. “ You’re 
insufferable. I only hope those girls do catch up with 
you one day. That fine big chestnut filly would teach 
you a very sharp lesson, unless I’m much mistaken . . . 
with a great deal of firmness and no courtesy what- 
soever.” 

“ A determined young lady, I agree. But I should be 
able to handle her, I fancy.” 

“ You think so ? ” • 

“ Oh, yes. With a girl <jt,f that sort ynu must begi” as., 
you mean to go on. You must put her in her place £ . . 
and keep her there. Anti now, I think, we’ll have a 
little music. I feel in sentimental mood.” 

There was the so4nd of a guitar being tuned. Then 
Rupept arose from the swing-scat and bcgaju'to stroll 
around the lawn, humming snatches of -this and that 
and thrumming idly at the strings. 

Louise, peering! 1 over the parapet, cvatched him 
anxiously. He ‘prowled up to the french windows and 
then turned about,, pacing slowly towards' her down the 
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middle of the lawn. This was alarming, ff he continued 
on his present course he would come right up to the 
brink of the pool, in which case he would be bound to 
see her spreadeagled on the bank. 

She raised hea head and took another quick look. 
There was no doub* about it, he was coming straight 
towards her. Tlje situation was desperate. Ift another 
twenty paces he would be on top hf her. It was too 
late now to jtelt a retreat. Theie was only one tiling 
to be done. She dragged the precious slips of paper 
front hej slacks’, pocket and* wedged them into a tuft 
of grass. Then, taking a deep breath and clenching her 
teeth, she slid backwards d#wn the bank into the black 
soupy wait!!* Afnoment later she was lying prone on 
the muddy bottom, sfcbmerge^i to her chin, her face 
camouflaged by an overhanging lily-leaf. 

The throb of the guitar drew nearer and nearer until 
it sounded directly overhead. Suddenly it stopped. 
She held her brcaA and just managed to suppress a 
jerk of revulsion as something, cold and soggy nestled 
on the mape of he? n^ck. 

Then Rupert spoke, slowly and thoughtfully. 

You know you’re quite fight about that girl, 

*'lWhat are you talking^ about ? What girl ? ” 

“ Louise Gale. As you say^ she’s very attrartife.” 

“ Very.” % 

“Yes. . . . A^ a matter of fact, when I’ve wound up 
our present enterprise, and taken a short holiday* I 
think I shall ‘marry Iter.” 

, “ I beg your pardon ? ” 

“ I say I flunk I shall marry lfer. You see, hs a 
successful playwright, I shall need to Stabilise myself 
somewhat, f shall have to set inyscll up *in decent 
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quarters and <io a good deal of entertaining. A wife, 
wotild be very handy ; almost a necessity, indteed. 
Louise, as you say, is a fine big girl with plenty of style 
and energy. I think she would run my establishment 
very satisfactorily, and be something, of a credit to me 
as well.” 

“ No doubt.” 

“ Of course, as we agreed jus 1 now, she would require 
finft handling.” 

“ Yes, Rupert. You would hai e to put her in her 
place and keep her there.’*' , " 

“ Precisely. And I’ve a notion it would* be a pretty 
tough assignment. Indeed, upon mature reflection, 
I’m not at all sure that ...” 

“ Come, come, my boy. It’stjust a matter of using 
your common sense. If you put her in the right place, 
she’ll be prepared to stay there almost indefinitely.” 

Vivian Handspike was sitting i* a sordid all-night 
transport cafe on the outskirts of Malmsey Hautboys. ' 
He was in a state of extreme agitation, chain-^noking 
without pause and gulping down cup after cup of rank 
brown tea. A plate of greasy sausage and chips lay 
untouched on the stained, paper tableutover in fro afc o <- 
him. f I 

Afiact, to his intense ielief, Rose Petal appeared in 
the doorway. She motioned him back into his chair, 
sat down opposite t b him and ordered a double helping 
o^steak-and-kidney pie. Her face was’ fiushdd, her eyes 
sparkling. She spoke in a melodPamatit whisper. 

“ Well, my boy, this is it ! I’ve found them. And its 
blaokmail, just as»'I suspected.” A 

“ Blackmail t> How do you know ? ” 

“ I made a clpse reconnaissance right up to the 
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drawing-room window^ I watched them ffcr £ good half- 
hou* and heard everything they said. Sophy Cleft was 

J jlaying patience, and the poet was actually typing the 
etters. He’s demanding ten thousand pounds in all, of 
which our syndicate is to contribute five thousand 
five hundred : Alinjiie Blazer and Ambrose Bannister 
two thousand apiece, General Grummit fiftetojiundred. 
It seems there’s* a wonderful esprit de corps in the 
Royal Artillery.” 

“Ten thousand ?\The young swine ! ” 

Rase chuckled. “ He’s a ^pretty hard case, I grant 
you. Bui: I ^nust say I can’t help admiring his artistic 
integrity. There he was, discoursing at length upon 
fine points^f stvle, and haggling endlessly over the 
punctuation. You’d h^ve thought he was composing a 
literary masterpiece. It ^pcrns lie’s still insanely devoted 
to the semi-colon.” 

Vivian snorted indignantly. “ Artistic integrity be 
damned. The sooner that fellow’s put behind bars the 
better for all concerned. . . . And for God’s sake hurry 
up an<|> finish tha* horrible meSs. This place is getting 
on my nerves.” 

“ Calm yourself. There’s no point in rushing things. 
We have t^ wait at leasj: another two hours before 
we ^o the job.” 

“ What are you talking about ? Do what job? ” 

“ Why, break into the house and get that typewriter, 
of course. Vital e\idcncc, my bo jL Absolute proof of 
the sourty)f the fetter .” She looked up from her plate 
and put dovgi thc^cutlen. “WL\, whatever^ the 
matter w ; th you, Vivian ? You look extremelv unwell.” 
9 “ Have yo\j gone mad, Roce ? i^gn I to underhand 
that you really intend ...” 

“ Certainty. It's perfectly simple.^ r l hcrc’^ bound to 
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be a bedrobm'Avmdow open, and I’ve found an excellent 
ladder in one of the outhouses. I shall need you tojielp 
me carry it. This pie is really very good. I think I’ll 
have some more. We must give the household plenty 
of time to settle down.” 

Vivian thumped the table with bis clenched fists. 
“ You’re^nuzy. I won’t have anything to do with such a 
fantastic scheme. £s soon as ) ou’ve finished your meal 
wejre going straight back to town.” < 

Rose leaned over and patted his <;heek. ,! Now, listen, 
darling. Let’s not waste, oui breath arguing, because 
we shall probably need it all before the night’s out. I 
intend to get that typewriter, and you’re going to help 
me. I think you’re showing a very ^poo%,spirit. You 
ought to be ever so grateful foiythe opportunity.” 

“For the opportunity of getting myself cashiered and 
a couple of years’ imprisonment ? I’m afraid I don’t 
share your sense of humour.” 

Rose pushed her plate aside an^ planted her elbows 
on the table. “ The trouble with you is that you’ve no- 
ambition, Vivian. No desire to better yourself. Just 
listen to^me for a moment. I’ve told you already that 
General Grummit is beside himself with worry over 
this business ; and he will be madl^ ( grateful to the 
person who clears the thing up. That person is goi^ g to 
be yqu,, Can’t you understand ? Promotion, Vivian, 
promotion ! With Splasher Grummit’s goodwill behind 
you, you’ll soar aid 't like an interplanetary rocket.” 

“ Perhaps so. But it’s too risky V'or my, taste. I’d 
rath^i' earn my promotion through the normal 
channels.” 

“ t Very well, th^n. If that’s your attitjvde, there’s no 
more to be sai<^. But allow me to tell you this : I’ve no 
intention u of marrying you on a major’s pay.” 
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“ Rose ! ” 

“«|t’s no use your arguing, Vivian. I mean it.” ' 

“ But my dear girl, I have plenty of money. of my 
own, as you very well know. I’m not dependent on the 
Arm/. I don’t nged promotion. The extra pay would 
be neither here nor Viere.” 

Rose leaned forward and wagged a gfavy-stained 
knife under his nose. “ Just let me tell you this, Vivian 
Handspike. If’you marry me you’ll need every eltra 
penny you can lay ygur. hands on. I’m a very expensive 
girl. • Probably the costliest girl in the British Isles. So, 
unless you ,want your ring back, you’d better start 
earning, and sharpish. And the best way to start is by 
helping njcMo steal Rupert Thom’s typewriter. I hope 
I make myself quite ciear.” 

At three a.m. they weije cautiously rearing the ladder 
against the south wall of Malmsey Close. Rose in- 
dicated the open bedroom window immediately over- 
head. 

“ Right. I’ll just go up and have a look. If the coast 
is clca* I’ll press Straight on. 'tou hold the ladder and 
make sure it doesn’t ‘slip.” 

Vivian gulped nervously. “ ‘Don’t you think you’d 
be ttr c let me in ? Aftc^ all, I mean to say . . . 
well ... I am the man o£the party.” 

Rose squeezed his arm. '* Darling, that makes me 
very proud of you. Spoken like a true Venerable 
Bombardier ! But I think I’d bctfcr do it. I’ve a fair 
idea of th$ layou? of the house ; and we mustn’t^forget 
that bulldog. %He’s Jn old friend of mine, but he might 
tjdcc exception to you.” 

She clambared up the ladder andf>eeped through the 
window. Then she leaned sidew ays «and whispered 
down to Vivftm who was cringing a^thc shadows. 
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“ It’s the nftaestro himself, sleeping like a newborn 
babe. He does look a ducky. Don’t worry if I’m rather 
a long time. I shall only be discussing the development 
of English Poetic Tragedy.” 

Ten minutes later Rose appeared at. the window and 
climbed out on to the ladder. T t was a hazardous 
business, for 1 she was now hampered by a bulky suitcase. 

“ What the devii is all this ? ” muttered Vivian as 
she* handed the case down to him. ' ‘ Have you a 
cabin-trunk as well ? ” ✓ ‘ 

Rose dusted herself off, panting heavily., “'Stop 
chattering and help me to put this ladder *back where 
it came from. It’s time we r .vere getting out of here.” 

“ Steady yourself,” said Vivian whq waS*±lcw feeling 
quite brave. “ There’s ,no hurry.” 

“ On the contrary.” She je.'ked her thumb towards 
the bedroom window. “ The Bard is getting restless : 
reciting Shakespeare in his sleep. When I passed the 
bed he reared himself up and s .id, ‘ Out damned 
s P ot • ’ ” 

In due course they reached the caffe. Vivian Leaved 
the suito-.se on to the back seat of the Aston-Martin 
with a grunt of relief. ' 

“ Thank God for that ! J’d no idea V*at a typevwiter- 
was so heavy. Just about dragged my arms out at^he 
sockets.’ *" 

Rose settled herself at the wheel. “ I expect it’s the 
other stuff that itu/kcs the weight. f The machine is 
quite £ small portable.” 

Vivian recoiled violently, banging his- head against 
the car roof. “ The other stuff ? What do you mean ? ” 

“ I had to bring/some extra odds and ends ale ng to 
make it look like a real burglary. If I’d only brought 
the typewriter they might have suspected 0 something.” 
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Vivian flung back the lid of the suitc&se, disclosing, 
in Edition to the main trophy, a magnificent pair of 
Sheffield-plate candelabra, a gold cigarette-box -and a 
massive silver tray. 

Role lit a cigarette and eyed the contents of the 
suitcase with quiet «atisfaction. “ Rather a nice lot, 
don’t you think ? They’ll come in very useful in our 
little home. The candelabra will loftk charming on the 
dining-room, t£?ble. ^nd I thought the cigarette-box 
would do for brideNgilt to bridegroom.” 
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A week later, at eleven o’clock ?p the morning, Sir 
Roland Gafnder was anxiously pacing his study in 
Chestnut Square. -On the opposite side of the room 
Evelyn Chancery was poised on the edge of his chair, 
twitching like an exposed nerve ,* 

Louise came in with k portfolio under her !arm. 
“Sorry I’ve kept you waiting, but I was c tearing the 
town apart with Piers Gkiveston last night, and I 
overslept. . . . All right, don’t tell rpe ! «f *<;an guess. 
They’ve come. I thought they cvould, as soon as you 
got back from Cornwall.” r, 

“ Such a horrid rude letter,” cried Evelyn. “ I was 
so terribly upset that I couldn’t eat a bite of breakfast. I 
jumped straight into the car and pushed up here like 
a mad thing. It’s not the threats I object to so much as 
the damnable innuendoes about my parochial ac- 
tivities ; t so completely unjustified. The organ-loft is 
far too cramped, and the Rector took the lock off the 
vestry door years ago.” t 

“ Mine,” said Sir Roland, “ is a most offensive 
mixture of brutal sarcasm and personal abuse, the 
whole couched in particularly disgusting departmental 
jargon.” f - 

Louise seated herself at the desk. “ Right. Let’s 
have a look at them. This is whc*e I re^p my reward 
for forty-five minutes in a lily-pond, I hope.” - 

Evelyn drew a ^ieap buff envelope from his Jbreast 
pocket and handed it over between his finger-tips as if 
it were rqji-hot. 

i 7 « 
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Louise drew out the,sheet of typescnpn w H’m . . . 
yes «, . . two thousand five hundred pounds or else 
the lull story of the disposal of your Aunt Emily, to the 
Greek currant merchant will be released to the British, 
Continental and American press . . . together with 
the identity of LJpcle Ned . . . you will receive 
further instructions as to how the money it tp be paid 
over . . . ”• 

She nodded t>riskly. “ Very business-like. And now 
yours, Rolo.* Yes, 'see. Much on the same lines. 
Twcf thousand pounds or otherwise the full story of 
The Hole in.the Wall at Barcelona will be released . . . 
and so forth.” 

She rubjyd her hands and opened the portfolio. 
“ Now for the gAat iqpment. Gather round, and we’ll 
see how these compare .with tfie handwritten drafts.” 

There was an interval of extreme tension. Then Sir 
Roland straightened up with a grim smile. 

“ Exact copies ^id no mistake about it. You can 
relax, Evelyn. From now on we’re fireproof.” 

Eve«yn tottered back to hft chair, dabbing at his 
temples with his Cologne-scented handkerchief. 

“ My God, what a relief. You’re quite sure, Rolo, 
that Jhis puts us in the clear ? ” 

“^Absolutely. These letters, together with the hand- 
written drafts, are irrefutable<evidencc ; not to rqpntion 
what Louise overheard on her reconnaissance the other 
night. The position is now stalenbte. If we refuse to 
pay up,* j/hat c<tn they do ? The', could release the 
scandal and ruin u«, but they would go to gadl and 
have nothing to show for it.” 

* “ And wh^t happens now ? Do^we sumnfon (hem 
to appear before a general meeting ? jOr do we send 
a deputation to negotiate with they ? Or ^vhat ? ” 
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“ Don’t 'worry about that. J.ouise has volunteered 
to handle the final settlement, and I, for one, any per- 
fectly content that she should. She has managed the 
affair brilliantly so far, as I’m sure you’ll agree. It 
would be both needless and foolish for us to intervene 
at this stage. 55 

“ Certainly, 55 replied Evelyn. “ That suits me. 
There’s only one thing I want to do i' see my solicitor 
at the earliest possible moment and cm that unspeak- 
able young ruffian out of my will* 55 

He turned to Louise. “ And as for you, my dear, I 
really don’t know what to say. I cannot fcople to find 
words to express my gratitude for all you have 
done.” 

Louise tweaked his ear. “ E)on’t ^ive it a second 
thought. I’m only too 'happy to be of service to Uncle 
Ned. Besides, I’m working for myself as well, re- 
member. Don’t forget that I have my own private 
score to settle with Rupert Thom*/ 

“ And I hope you settle it well and truly. I always • 
knew that he was thoroughly depraved, degenerate and 
devoid qf all moral sense, but I never thought he would 
sink to blackmailing his own next-of-kin. As I said to 
my poor sister : ‘Jenny,’ I said, ‘^vou’ve foaled a 
wrong ’un, my gal. That bpy of yours will come Ifp no 
good.* You mark my words,’ I said, ‘ he’ll disgrace the 
family, and like as not he’ll finish up in gaol.’ ” 

Louise opened Hjr eyes very wide. “You really 
said that, Evelyn ? To his own mother ? ” f . 

“ F did. And I’ve never seen *my reason to revise 
my opinion.” 

“And what did*,she say ? ” 

“As a matter of fact, she told me to mind my own 
bloody business.” t 
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Louise sighed. “A •mother’s love is* a 'wonderful 
thing^and covers the multitude of sins. However, we 
rryistn’t be too hard on Rupert. I think, perhaps, he’s 
not so much vicious as just a little bit thoughtless. 
What lie needs is, a very sharp lesson to bring him to 
his senses.” 

“ Precisely,” said Sir Roland. “ And Sophy, too. 
She’s in this as well, remember.” 

Evelyn noddctl reluctantly. “ Of course. But I hdpe 
it won’t be nccessafy to deal too hardly with Sophy. 
AIter*all, # she’s not so young is she was, and . . .” 

He stoppad, gave an embarrassed hem-hem and 
blew his nose trombone fashion. 

Louise jpMtcd .his hand. “ Don’t worry, Evelyn. 
We shan’t deal too ha*dly with-it he ol them. I shall 
simply hold these draft-letters over their heads as a 
guarantee of their future good conduct.” 

“ And now,” said Sir Roland, “ I think we all de- 
serve a drink. Speaking for myself, these last days have 
been a very severe nervous strain, a regular nightmare, 
in fact.* Thank Gt)d, it’s all over. I feel a mild cele- 
bration is called for.” 

They moved to the drawing-room and he rang for 
champagne. Vcjy soon a n»ark< d reaction from the 
past •week’s tension set in. #After the third bottle both 
Evelyn and Sir Roland joined Louise on the sofa* where 
they sought to express their gratitude to her by every 
, means at their disposal. When tftc manservant an- 
nounced liyichcon, they wetc all beha ing very foolishly 
indeed. 

.By the* end of the meal both the gentleman were 
comph tely stabilised. Lounging ovt*' their t’gars *uid 
brandy, they were reminiscing ubom the^good old da\>. 
There was nluch fruity chuckling «and jocular rib- 
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nudging ; a great deal of “ Do you recall the time 
when . . and “ I laugh myself silly when I remember 
how . . .” From time to time a distinctly maudlin nc^e 
crept into the conversation, and the toast to absent 
friends was drunk with monotonous .-egularity. 

Louise, sipping her coffee, listened with mounting 
amazement. It was clear that Rolo and Evelyn and 
their associates hail scaled heights and plumbed depths 
of* experience unknown to herself and, her contem- 
poraries. They had quaffed the cup of life to the very 
dregs, and then, with redoubled relish, swallowed the 
dregs as well. 

Listening to their reminiscences was like reading the 
exploits of the Homeric heroes. There <Var the same 
impression of a more ,*han huflian ghsto and energy. 
There was also the same impression of a less than 
human callousness and sharp practice. If the members 
of Sophy’s Circus had excelled in vigour and high 
spirits, they had fallen deplorably^hort on loyalty and 
esprit de corps. 

Story after story indicated a shameless philosophy of 
every man for himself and the devil take the hindmost. 
Flagrant treacheries between so-called bosom friends 
were recounted with gleeful approval. Such phrases 
as “ Bowled him a fast one, by Gad ! ” and “ Prcfperly 
left her holding the baby, ha, ha ! ” occurred with 
lamentable frequency. Indeed, as the spate of anec- 
dotes rolled across' the luncheon table, Louise ceased 
to be, amused : instead, she was profoundly shocked. 

Sir Roland reached again for tffe decanter and made 
a sweeping gesture with his cigar. “ Aye me, those 
were the days. What a pack of young rascals we were, 
to be sure ! ‘Jpon my soul, it makes me feel years 
younger 'Lo talk c/er old times like this.” 
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“Me too,” agreed •Evelyn. ” Thoi^h' I reckon 
weV^ all worn wonderfully well, considering.” 

We certainly have : especially Sophy.” 

Evelyn smiled and rolled his brandy round his tongue. 
“ My^vord, yes. JVhat a gal ! You know, Rolo, this is 
a very naughty trick # she’s played on us, but somehow 
I can’t bring myself to bear her any malice?’# 

“ Why, of coufse not, my dear chap. I’d have done 
the same thing i myself i years ago, if only I’d had the 
sense to thin£ of it^’ # • 

“ And so would I, Rolo. tWe’ve been damn slow, 
and that r s a fact. But Sophy always was a smart girl.” 

“ Too true, old boy. TriKt her to show the way.” 

There an interval whilst Evelyn tenderly lit a 
fresh cigar and Replenished his balloon. Then he ex- 
haled a cloud of smoke, deanea back and stared con- 
templatively at the ceiling 

“ You know, Rolo, I’ve been thinking . . .” 

“ Yes ? What’s cm your mind ? ” 

“ I’ve been thinking, Rolo^ that now Sophy has 
shown the way, there’s no reason why we shojldn’t — 
ah — follow it.” 

“ What do you mean, Evelyn? ” 

“ Well, I look jt it this way # Rolo. This blackmailing 
busiless has been a very grgat strain on all concerned : 
and I can’t help feeling that ^ve who have clcafad the 
matter up should receive some recognition for our 
work. Minnie and Splasher and Ambrose and Theo. 
ought toly very grateful to us.” 

“ I see you^ poiift, Evelyn. You have something 
tljjerc.” 

“ A* the moment we are the only ones who k&ow 
the identity ol the guilty parties and hu*e proof of it. ’ 

“ Very tru£” 
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“ Well, it occurs to me that the others might like to 
knbw, too. But I fail to see why they should receivp the 
information — er — free of charge. We all have to live/’ 

There was a pregnant silence. Then Sir Roland 
placed his hand on Evelyn’s shoulder v . 

“ I always thought you were ,,a highly intelligent 
man, Ev«lyn. Now I’m sure of it. What were you 
thinking of asking ’ ” 

*' Personally, I’m content to be guided by Sophy in 

this, as in all other matters. She,. according to Louise, 

has assessed them at five thousand five hundred 

/ 

inclusive. I suggest we stick to the same *cale of fees. 
After all, we don’t want tG,be unreasonable.” 

Sir Roland nodded, and turned in his chair. “ What 
do you feel, Louise ? Do you tlpnk that’s a fair price ? 
Good gracious me ! My dea^ child ! Whatever is the 
matter ? ” 

He gaped in amazement at Louise who had risen to 
her feet, her face flushed, her.eyes^/lashing angrily. 

“ What do I think ? I’ll tell you what I think. I • 
think it’s the most disgusting, dirty] underhand trick 
I’ve everi heard of — and that you two are the damnedest 
pair of double-dealing old ruffians I’ve ever come 
across. So there ! ” L 

“ But, my dear girl ! Tips is fantastic. It’s 

“ Don’t my-dcar-girl me. You make me sick.” 

Evelyn tossed his head and primly fingered his tie. 
“ I must confess, Louise, that I am completely at a 
loss to understand the meaning of ihis extraordinary 
outb irst. I can only suppose that thq strain of the 
past week has upset your nerves. I will onl> say that 
I an hurt, very hjut indeed.” 

At this, Loirise slowly sat down again and leaned 
across th«; table. It seems that the pair of you find 
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some difficulty in grasping my meaning. Very well. 
I’ll explain. I came to your assistance in this affair 
because I was genuinely sorry for you both. It seemed 
to me that you were the unfortunate victims of a ruth- 
less altd unprovoked attack. Accordingly, I made up 
my mind to do all I could to help you. And, though I 
say it myself, I did a hell of a lot.” 

She stopped trf draw breath, and<hen resumed with 
increasing indignation. “ And wnat do I find ? *As 
soon as I’ve got yo&etrf of your difficulties, you imme- 
diately tjim round and propose to play exactly the 
same dirty trick on other people — people, moreover, 
who are supposed to be your lifelong friends. Friends, 
indeed ! don’t know the meaning of the word. 

For the past twe^ hour* I’ve begn sitting here listening 
to your revolting reminiscences, and I’ve had my eyes 
opened I can tell you. It’s been like — like lunching in 
a snake-pit.” 

She turned on Ewjlyn.who was bridling like an out- 
raged dowager. “ And as for you, you’re the worst of 
the lot? Holding* forth about the iniquities of your 
nephew when all the time you’re nothing but a shame- 
less old rogue yourself. Believe me, compared with 
you Rupert Thojn is a suckwig-dove.” 

She jumped to her feet «ind snatched up her port- 
folio. “ I’ve finished with tin? pair of you. Frdht now 
on you can handle this thing yourselves.” 

Sir Roland rushed towards her 4s she made for the 
door. “V, Louise ! Those dialt letters ! They’re 
the vital clue 1 ’’ 

# She crushed the portfolio to her bosom and jjjtamped 
her foe “ N# you don’t. I got thes«, and I’m keeping 
them. I’ve told you once, and I t< 11 >tu again, from 
now on you c*an look altei youiselvc*.’ 



1 86 THORN IN THE FLESH 

I 

The door slammed. There was a prolonged hush. 
At* last Evelyn sighed and shook his head. , 

“Between ourselves, Rolo, I frankly admit that, I 
just don’t understand the present generation. They 
seem to have no sense of proportion.” 

Louise -Khd scarcely got back to her own flat when 
Rose Petal walked into the sitting-room. 

‘ I hope you’re not busy, Louise. *1 must have a 
talk with you immediately. It ? s J frgent.” 

She settled herself irt v an armchair and dragged 
fiercely at her cigarette. “It’s about this anonymous letter 
business. Have Rolo and Evelyn heard anything more?” 

“Yes. They both received threatening 1 ' letters this 
morning, demanding a lot of m*jney Vr else.” 

“Just what I expected. The same goes for Minnie 
and Splasher and Ambrose. And what I’ve come to 
tell you is this : I know who is responsible. It’s 
Rupert Thom and this fabu'ous » woman we’ve been 
hearing so much about, Sophy Cleft. You don’t seem 
much surprised.” 

“ Pres', on. I’m listening.” 

“ All right. It’s a long story, but I won’t bore you 
with the details. Briefly I tracked f hem down and 
found them lurking in a country house in the village 
of Malmsey Hautboys. t I reconnoitred the position 
and gathered enough evidence to fix them a fair treat. 
To be precise, I bloke into the house and stole the 
typewriter on which the letters were written.” 

“ .’’Tice work, Rose. I congratulate you.” 

“ Thank you. But it’s not that part of the story I’jn 
concerned with a fc the moment. It’s tl.e sequ.-l that 
I’ve come to sic you about. I’ve just been attending 
a sort of victory luncheon with my syndicate : you 
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know, celebrating the downfall ofr the*eneiAy and de- 
ciding how to make the best use of our advantage. 1 ’ 

“ Tknow exactly what you mean.” 

Rose’s jaw stiffened and the blood mounted to her 
cheekft. “ I doubt if you do know what I mean, Louise. 
The celebrations \ook a rather unexpected turn.” 

“ I can hardly wait.” 

“ Well, during luncheon, the thrjre of them started 
reminiscing abbut old times. You never heard such 
atrocious revftlatioffc^ fm not unduly encumbered with 
moral scruples myself, but listening to those three fairly 
made m£ h^ir st # and on end. It wasn’t their frolics and 
capers that upset me. Som$ of those were quite amus- 
ing. Wha^ appalled me was their code of personal 
relations. I tcll^ou, ^ouise, they’re like so many wild 
animals. Every man for Jiimself and to hell with every- 
one else. If you find yourself in a tight comer you 
ditch your mates without a second thought.” 

Rose was on h^ feet, gesturing violently. “ And 
what makes it ten times worse is their cheerful accept- 
ance of it all. Hearty laughtd* all round and cries of 
4 Smart work, old bcfy ! ’ and 6 Jolly good lucjj to you, 
my girl ! ’ It makes me sick ” . 

She broke off panting heavily. In due course she 
lit pother cigarette and relaxed somewhat. 

“ Forgive that outburst. Iill now dismount fyqjn my 
orange-box and come to the point. Th^ began talk- 
ing about Sophy Cleft, and, fiatikly, their attitude 
astounded me. fhey weren’t in t! e least indignant 
with her for trying 4o blacknrui 1 them. They actually 
seemed to acAure her enterpuse. In fact th^r all 
agreed that jhey would have doi^e the saifie tiling 
themselves if only they’d had the sensej to think of it. 
And then — \*ell, really ” 
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“ Yes? '-What? 55 ’ 

“ You’ll scarcely believe it, but it’s absolutely; true. 
Minnie Blazer suggested that the three of them should 
follow Sophy Cleft’s example. She pointed out that 
Evelyn and Rolo would probably be ready to pay an 
awful lot of money to know the source of the letters, 
and she proposed to sell the information to them for 
the same amount that Sophy was demanding, i.e. two 
thousand from Rolo Gander and twd thousand five 
hundred from Evelyn Chancery^ At that I properly 
blew my gaskets. I told .hem that they were a tiio of 
dirty, treacherous, two-faced vultures, adding that I’d 
finished with them and thnt from now on they could 
deal with Sophy Cleft themselves. Thereupon I swept 
out, jumped straight into the car andVlrove along here 
to let you know what’s cooking. And I’ve brought 
that precious typewriter with me.” 

She flung herself down in her chair and faced Louise. 
“ Well ? What do you think, of ifr? You don’t seem 
much disturbed, I must say.” 

“ No, I’m not, and lor the simpL reason that I’ve 
just experienced exactly the same thing myself.” 

“ Louise ! ” 

“ Yes. My story is a rcolica of yours. I, too, located 
Rupert and Sophy. I, too, ^secured vital evidence?: in 
my case the hand-writteA drafts of the letters. I, too, 
have just attended a victory luncheon where my clients 
have proposed precisely the same sporting little gesture 
as yours.” 

¥cv several minutes they discussed the moral char- 
acters of Sophy’s Circus. Their findings wore unani- 
mous and blistering. When they had erhaustei their 
righteous indignation, there was a meditative pause. 
Then Lovise tapped her companion on the knee. 
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“ By the way, Rose, I don’t want ta seem small- 
minded, but I have been rather hurt by your behaviour 
ii^ this affair. It wasn’t very nice of you to go off 
hunting on your own like fhat, was it? I mean to 
say, we’ve always # done everything together and shared 
all our secrets. I c%n’t imagine why you should by- 
pass your old trace-mate like this, unless . 

Rose blushed hnd looked away. • “ As a matter of 
fact, Louise, I tiave felt rather badly about it. Bift I 
was thinking *of Vi^ijru” 

“ Really ? How does he cfcme into it ? ” 

“ Well, as.I’m going to marry the chap, I naturally 
want him to make good. I* thought that if I handled 
this thing # r»yself I could pass all the credit to Vivian, 
and then Generjl Gn*nmit wo^ild be ever so grateful 
to him and forward his promotion.” 

“ I sec. You always were a self-sacrificing little 
thing. Very praiseworthy, I’m sure.” 

There was an un aimfctftablc silence. Then suddenly 
Rose sat up and pointed an accusing forefinger. 

“ Yoft sarcastic *bitch 1 What about yourself? Why 
did you go ofT hunting on your own without me ? ” 

At this Louise was so taken aback that she blushed 
heiselfc “ Well, really, Ros<j, I don’t sec what that 
has to do with the matter* If you must know, I had 
very special private reasons fof acting as ^^id : Reasons 

which I am not at liberty to disclose. I ” 

Rose interrupted her with a burst ol laughter. “ All 
right, Lucy, my p^t. You don't ha\< to perjure your- 
self puce in the late* 1 know vc.y well why youpvent 
off on your owti. You wanted to secuie the (^elusive 
rights mi that*repugnant poet.” 

“ My dear girl, I ” 

“ Don’t bother to make excuses* He’s all yours. 
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From now on'l intend to cleave' ant o Vivian Handspike 
like a besotted mollusc.” 

“ Good gracious me ! How very extraordinary.” , 

“ I know, but that’s the r way it is. He did something 
the other night which completely won my heart*:” 

“ My dear, I’m delighted to hear it. How much 
did he settle on you ? ” 

“ Don’t be so worldly, Louise. It lias nothing to do 
wit*h his money. It’s his character. Do you know, 
when we were breaking into Mafmsey Close to get 
that typewriter, he voluftteered to go up tlje ladder 
first.” 

“He did? Darling, I * congratulate you. You’ve 
picked a winner and no mistake about i*ir .Just what 
I always say : they ^um out *.nen i?i the Venerable 
Company of Bombardiers.” ~ 

They celebrated their reconciliation in pink gin, a 
drink which, they agreed, was flavoured with poignant 
memories for both of them. rr hen y, Rose got up to go. 

“ Well, it was fun whilst it lasted ; but this is the" 
end of the matter so far as I’m concerned. 'Sophy’s 
Circus will have to work out their own destinies with- 
out any more advice from me. I’ve finished with the 
lot of them.” 

“ I think,” said Louise, “ that I shall carry my in- 
vestigations. a little further. For one thing, I want to 
make the acquaintance of the celebrated Sophy. For 
another, I want to- ” 

“ Quite,” said Rose, making for the doo*\ “ But I 
thin f you should wait until I’ m’ 5 * married before you 
tell me about that.” 
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At five p.m. Rupert was lying on the sofa in the 
drawing-room at Malmsey Clqpe busily revising The 
JetmarCs Revenge. \ He was alone yi the house, for 
Sophy and Addiphe had gone to play croquet at fehe 
Rectory, and* the &aid # had the afternoon off. 

Thr blinds were drawn agrtnst the evening sunshine, 
and in tHb hyt floVver-scented silence Rupert was work- 
ing, at maximum concentration. His spectacle-frames 
rode askew pji his nose, his hair hung down to his eyes, 
his pipe was seething ^ike a witch’s cauldron. As he 
hacked away at the typescript \vith his fountain-pen, 
he muttered and grumbled to himself continuously, 
occasionally breaking out into a torrent of oaths. 

For several moments Louise stood in the doorway, 
watching him. Then she stepped into the room. 

“ Goiid aftcmocyi. May I crime in ? ” 

“ What ? Yes, of course. Have a cup of te«>” 

He answered her like one iy a trance. His eyes 
remained fixed on his manuscript. His right hand 
continued to wiefd the pen^ without an instant’s inter- 
mission. His left, hand wavtd vaguely towards the 
tea- wagon by the sofa. 

Louise crossed the room, loweied herself into an 
’ adjacent armchair*and poured herself i cup of Orange 
Pekoe. Site was abeut to laise the cup to hei^lips 
when a sheaf ofi typescript shot into her lap. 

Sort that lpt out, will you ? The yages are all a*sy- 
tarsy. I don’t know whether I’m cojniyg or going.” 

This was tao much for Louise. J^caning # forward, 

XQI 
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she made' a trumpet- of her har^ds and approached her 
mouth to Rupert’s right ear. Then, taking a deep 
breath, she shouted with all her might. 

“WAKEY! WAKEY!" 

At this, Rupert, together with all his kit, .^soared 
into the air and bounced back i^pon the sofa with a 
bitter thud. 

“ Good God ! Louise ! ” 

“ Good afternoon.” 

“ Er — good afternoon.” „ t 

“ You’re still very bu^y with your poetical d.'ama, 
I see.” 

“ Er — yes. Very busy indeed. I’m just obfuscating 
a bit.” 

“ I beg your pardon.” 

“ Mucking it about so that nobody will be able to 
make sense of it.” 

“ Could anyone make sense of it before ? ” 

“ Hubert Derrick, who’s going ,y> put the thing on, 
says he’s detected an unmistakable story in it. So I’ve 
got to obfus ” 

“ Do.v’t keep saying that. It sounds so rude. I must 
apologise, by the way, for interrupting you at your 
work. I seem to make a habit of it.” 

“ Don’t mention it. A pleasure, 1 assure you.. I’ve 
nearly- finished, anyhow. Quite a simple job. Just a 
matter of switching all the main parts around. In the 
revised version the test-pilot speaks the frustrated nun’s 
lines, and she speaks the communistic industrialist’s 
line/', and he speaks the honest p-ostitute’s lines. That 
should fill the bill, I think — and the theatre ” 

Louise, meanwhile was watching him closc*y. fie 
was now, she suspected, playing for time. Under his 
customary smooth aplomb there was a distinct hint of 
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wariness and uncertainty. She deiided levied him make 
the running ar\d returned to her cup of tea. 

Fof some moments Rupert busied himself sorting out 
his belongings. Then he s'vung around on the sofa 
with flashing grin. 

“ Well, that’s fhat. And now I can receive you in 
proper style. May I say how delighted I dpi by this 
altogether unexpected pleasured ” 

“ Unexpected, no doubt.” 

“ Would ilf be ilhpcfrtinent to ask how you traced — 
how «you ascertained my address ? ” 

“ Via ^GoipmaAder Lanyaid, Shamus Skindle, Mark 
Hanker, your spectacles, ajid the name on the dog- 
collar.” (| 

“You ^ire a t/ery lenacious and observant young 
woman.” 

“ Very.” 

Rupert got up and began to pace the carpet, his chin 
sunk on his bosonr^ Finally he came to rest on the 
piano-stool. 

“ H’jn, h*m. \Vell, I suppose there's no point in 
beating about the bush. I take it you’ve put Jwo and 
two together and made five ? ” 

“ Yes.” 

“ pot any cfidencc ? \ly question is a purely 
academic one, of course.” * 

“ Your hand-written drafts of the le+^fT” 

“ Whoooosh ! And the typewriter ? ” 

“ No. »Rose go* that.” 

“ May 5 ask how ,you ’’ 

“ I shouldn’t vf I were you. I'm still rather seilitive 
about it.” 

Rupert carefully filled his, pipe. ^ He took a vei v 
long time ab«ut it. 

1.1. 1.1 . - 
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“ There£s j^is'i one^'thing I should like to make quite 
clear. This is my affair entirely.” 

“ Meaning what ? ” 

“ That Sophy has no prrt in it. I devised the scheme 
and organised it. If your clients decide to — e&r-pro- 
secute, then they can confine their attentions to me. 
In any c^s.? it would be very difficult to pin anything 
on to Sophy. Those draft letters rre in my hand- 
wrting, and 5 5 

“ Am I to understand that you are casting yourself 
in the role of the self-sacvificing hero ? ” '5 

“ I am. But please avoid harping on th6 fact. It 
makes me feel so silly.” 

“ I can imagine that.” 

“ Er — have you any idea wh^t theyjoropose to do ? ” 

Louise put dowdi he'r cup.. “ Perhaps I, too, should 
make one point quite clear. It is not a question of 
what they propose. It is a question of what I propose. 
Any decision in this matter will be^taken by me alone.” 

“ By you ? But what about Sir Roland Gander, 
and ” 

“ I’v? finished with them, and ao has Rose. We have 
both taken grave exception to their moral outlook, 
and we’ve deprived them of our assistance, along with 
all the evidence in the case.” 

“ How very extraordinary. And now ? ” 

“ Rose hcc~ -dropped the whole thing. She’s sick to 
death of it, and fcas decided to concentrate all her 
energies on marrying Vivian Handspike.” 

‘Void you?” 

have not dropped the whole thin£.” 

“Ah' ! I was afraid of that. Well, as. I said ,befofe, 
I can only request yon to leave Sophy out of your 
plans, because ” 
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“By all means. Sophy Cleft |and *h$r friends can 
settle their own affairs. They can blackmail one 
another to their hearts’ content, or slit each other’s 
throats, for all I care.” 

“ Then I can only conclude that you are now 
directing all youi* attention to — cr — me.” 

“ Correct. I can 'see that it is not for lyDthing that 
you habitually smoke a Sherlock Holmes pipe.” 

There was another prolonged silence. At last Rupert 
moistened his lips*md» uttered in a voice markedly less 
fruity than usual. 

“ May I enquire what you have in mind ? ” 

“ Certainfy. I simply intend to do to you what you 
have expressed your intention of doing to me.” 

“ Realty, *1 — j-” 

“ And in case*you i^el argumentative, let me remind 
you that I am in possession of certain letters, together 
with the author’s drafts in his own handwriting. 
Hubert Derrick is a very enterprising impresario, I 
know, but I scarcely thirtk that even he would be eager 
to asspciaUn with a playwright who was guilty of 
attempted blackmail •’ 

Rupert groped for the sofa and slowly subsided. 

“ I see. Well ? What is it’? Money, I suppose. 
Though I can’* remember 'that I ever intended to 
blaclunail you. However, 5 ’iji not so young as ( I was, 
and my memory isn’t all that it might * 

“Then let me refresh it for \oy. The other night 
you caused me to^lie flat on my belb in a lily-pond for 
three-quaffters of aip hour, \\ it'i a not of water. voles 
where it was b'^th unnecessary and inconvenient. i *rhat 
i* not the best position for recording other 'people’s 
small-talk ; *but I have a t vivid impression tha* 
on more tlgan one occasion you expressed your 
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intention of pjitung /ne in my place and keeping me 
there.” 

She rose to her feet and stood over him, her hands 
on her hips, her eyes sparking. 

“ Well, the boot is now on the other foot, as the 
saying goes. It is now my intention Vo put you in your 
place — andckeep you there. And 'that without further 
delay.” ' . ,,, 

Rupert was completely disorganised', unnerved by 
her antagonism, bewildered by her Vnreats, dizzied by 
the proximity of her warr®, scented charms.” , 

“ But I don’t understand. Put me in my place. . . . 
What on earth are you getting at ? I can't imagine.” 

“ You can’t ? Then all I can say is this : for a poet 
you’re deplorably short on psychological insight.” 

With this, she ’swuftg around and flung out her 
arm in an imperious gesture, pointing through the 
drawing-room doorway to the rising curve of the 
stairway. 

“ Up there ! And sharpish ! ” 

Supine and parallel in the aftcvmath of battle. 

“ All right ? ” 

“ My word, yes.” 

“ Good. At any moment now I lhall proposp to 
you.” t , 

“ Obliged, .Vja sure. But can you really spare the 
time from obfuscating ? ” 

“ No. But I have a tidy mind, ayd I feel, that our 
position should be regularised.” 

“ (Looooh, how lovely. I’ve never tr^ed that one.” 

“ l Arc ,, you ready ? ” 

“ No. Half a sdcond yvhilst I find my lipstick.” 

“ Hurry up. I can feel it coming on.Y 
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“ All right. Ready now.” 

• “ Very well. Listen carefully. I shall’count up .to 
five, slowly ancl rhythmically, timing myself by the 
sefond-hand of this watch. % I shall then ask you to 
marry me. And I shall await the favour of your 
esteemed reply at* your earliest convenience. Is that 
quite clear ? ” 

“ Yes, Rupert.” 

“ Right, them Oti we go ! One— two — three — — ” 
“ YES ! ” 

“ \yhat’s that you say p j do wish you wouldn’t 
interrupt? Louise.” Now wc shall have to start all over 
again ” 

“ I said yes.” 

“ Yes wfia? ? ” 

“ Yes, I will nlarry $ou ” 

“ I see. Then allow me to congratulate you upon a 
very wise decision. An old head on young shoulders, 
indeed.” 

Louise made no reply* She plucked meditatively at 
her lo\^cr lip^ her ( brows knitted in concentration. 

“ What’s wrong ■* 1’ou appeal to ha\ e something on 
your mmd. Something else, that is ” 

“ Yes. I have a feeling we’ve loi gotten something.” 
“ Oh, surely rt)t ? ” * 

“Yes, I’m positive there's ^something. I know! A 
ring.” 

“ A what > ” 

“ A iing, Rupeit You must give me one instantly. 
Otherwisi*wc shan't, be Kguluisti % 

“ I say, how iy moitilymg Is it ically necessa |y ? ” 
*“ t’grtamly it is You should read tin vomen’s 
magazines, i'hei c’s hell on in there' about lings 
“ Then you’d better have mine J here you are.’ 
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“ But that’s not t^e drill, darling." 

“ Good God Almighty, Louise, what are you natter- 
ing about now ? ” « 

“ You have to put it on for me. Here, on this one. 
Third finger, left hand.” r 

“ Are you quite sure ? It looks damn silly to' me.” 

“ Absolutely. I read all about' it last week in Young 
Wives' Tales. And thfcn I i!aunt it regardless in front 
of all the girls at the office who p/omptly tvm pale 
green and redouble their assaults.on -me junior partner.” 

“ All right, then. Ther^. And before you think up any 
more of these extraordinary tribal rituals, I’ll just go 
and get a bottle of gin. The strain of regularising has 
seriously undermined my constitution.” 

He paused in the doorway and turned "about. 

“ By the way, I’ve just remefubercL something, too. 
A couple of items I’ve been meaning to mention to you 
for quite some time.” 

“Yes? What?” 

“ (a) That you are the most beautiful thing that 
ever was, and (b) that T love you like — liV* -” 

“ Like what ? Go on. Have q bash.” 

“ I’nt sorry, I can’t. Words fail me.” 

“ I beg your pardon ? ” 

“ I said words fail me.” 

“ Thank you, Rupert . 1 Thank you very much 
indeed. Coming from you, that’s the nicest compli- • 
ment I have ever received.” 

He disappeared into the corridor^ A moment later 
he w^s back again. < 

“ (\bout that ring, Louise. It’s a family heirloom 
and I heel rather undressed without it. So perhaps 
you’d be good enough to get one of yoitr own as soon 
as possible.” 
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It was after midnight when L juise «nad$ ready to 
leave. Standing beside* her car on the Arive, Rupert 
looked up at the stars and sighed. 

You know, there’s only f one fly in the ointment 
of my present bliss. I can’t help worrying about poor 
Sophy. Now that this little scheme has fallen apart, 
she’ll be very awkwardly placed, I’m afraid. From 
what I can make out, she’s terribly short of money, 
and shcias such expensive tastes. I feel as if I’m rather 
leaving her in the^urch.” 

Lqpise patted his hand. “ t Don’t worry about that. 
I’ve takifn a veiy strong fancy to Sophy Cleft. She 
gave me some wonderful ac^/ice after dinner about the 
basic principles of man-management. I shall make it 
my business ' to see that her future is assured.” 

“ Very kind df* you'? But I fail tc^see what you can 
do.” 

Louise settled herself* at the wheel and started the 
motor. “ I’ve a notion that I can do quite a lot if I 
.go about it in the* righf way. I’ve told you already 
that Rpse #e*d I ^ave both agreed to suppress all the 
evidence in this case.» That leaves Sophy a free agent. 
And so long as she is that, I don’t think th? rest of 
the Circus will find much joy in lifi\” 

Sljc*blew him la kiss and eftgaged the clutch. 

c< Farewell, life of my sdul^ I must fly. I want to 
catch Sir Roland Gander before he go£ c -**^bed, and 
point out to him where his best interests lie.” 
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Minnie Blazer, Splasher Grummil, Ambrose Ban- 
nister and Theo Crozier were sitting in a tense semi- 
circle facing Sir Roland Gander, who was standing 
behind his desk, Ins arms folded on his»chest. <•* 

“ Right. We’ll get down to bxsinfss at once, because 
there is little time to spare. I*m expecting Evelyn 
Chancery here at eleven o’clock, and I haw a good 
deal to say to you before lie arrives. You’ll find whisky 
and cigarettes on the table behind you. Help your- 
selves.” *' " 

When the initial gulping aiVd inualing had died 
down, Sir Roland resumed. 

“ I have called you together this morning for one 
reason, and one reason only : that we may unite our 
forces in a final effort to aveft the catastrophe which 
still threatens us. And when I say ‘ unit* our forces ’ 
I mean it. From now on there must be no reservations, 
no seeking after private interest. If we arc to succeed 
we must all place our cards on the table and pull to- 
gether as a team. I hope I make my» :lf quite clear.” 

Under his cold, penetrating stare, his audience 
shifted uifMA>lv in their seats. 

“ Good. I will not labour the point. And now for 
the facts. Yesterday we all suffered a grievous shock 
and a bitter disappointment. It seemed that., we were 
at lakt in possession of enough evidence to neutralise 
Rupert <Thom and Sophy Cleft for good and all. ThcH, 
for reasons — ah— ♦best known to themselves, Louise 
Gale and Rose Petal de< ided to suppress all that 
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evidence and discontinue their assistance* in the case. 
Thereby they Iteve left us completely unprotected and 
ag^in exposed to the malicious attacks of our oppo- 
nents.” 

He as interrupted by a volley of indignant exclam- 
ations. 

“ Too bloody true. AbsolutMy disgraceful. Crass 
ingratitude, no Jc$s.” 

“ Typical yf th> present generation. No sense of 
sportsmanship. No team spirit.” 

“ A sa^J case of that perverted moral outlook which 
inevitably follows upon the absence of sound religious 
instruction.” 

“ Take ilA<r drawers down, that’s what I’d do, and 
warm their bottoms v«#th a good stunng hairbrush.” 

Sir Roland held up his hand. “ If you please. There 
is nothing to be gained by losing our tempers. If we 
are to deal with this situation successfully, we must 
face it in a calm anil orderly manner.” 

He grasper^ his lapels and thjew his weight back on 
his fleets in his cMcljrated Treasury Bench attitude. 
“ That, briefly, was the position yesterday af&moon. 
Since then, however, certain nthv developments have 
taken place. Las^ night I rcctivtd an unexpected visit 
front *Louisc Gale. I won't»pretend that it was a very 
cordial meeting, but sire did see fit to put posses- 

sion of some vital information.” 

“ For God’s sake get a move on, Rolo,” snapped Miss 
Blazer. “ ^t’s not question time in th Commons, new.” 

“ Very well, then.* First : Louise is going to irfirry 
Ryp ert Tttom. Ves, yes, I know it’s incredibly but it 
is tnre froncthrtess. Furthermore, shy has ghon me an 
absolute guarantee that we shaft ha\ e net more trouble 
out of him.” 
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There was a concerted gasp' of relief, followed by .a 
puzzled silence. Then General Grummit leaned for- 
ward and tapped the desk. 

“ So much for young Thom. And a good job, too. 
But what about Sophy ? ” 

Sir Roland nodded grimly. “ Precisely. What about 
Sophy ?*' 

“ You mean that she intends t<* go on jvith this 
diabolical attack upon us ? ” , 

“ It is possible, I’m afraid ; 'e\en probable. Louise 
and Rose are determined to withhold all the, evidence. 
That means that Sophy is still an absolutely free agent. 
We have no hold upon hcl whatsoever. If she chooses, 
she can resume her campaign against? vs at any 
moment.” 

“ But surely she’d never do that,” protested Ambrose 
Bannister. “ Not on her own.” 

“ According to Louise, she is fully prepared to do so 
if necessary’. I understand that she is extremely short 
of money and has already sold most of Jjejr valuables.' 
That was why she launched her, attack anonymously. 
She didn’t want us to know that she was reduced to 
such straits.” 

“ Well, we know now.Y 

“ Exactly. And that is rvhere the danger lies.' Her 
wounded«&3nity is likeiy to drive her to the most 
savage excesses. She has nothing to lose and all to 
gain. Louise asserts that Sophy is now in a mood to 
drop all pretence and go for us tooth ,and claw, 
unlqts ” 

“ Unless what ? ” 

*• Unless,” sa$ Sir Roland, speaking with the 
weightiest emphasis, “ we can persuade < Evelyn Chan- 
cery to r.iarry he..” 
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. A What ! Have you^jone mad^ ” 

Eyelyn Cfcmcery marry ! Why, it’s sheerest 
fantasy.” ' 

“ If this is intended as a joke, Rolo, I’m afraid I 
don’t 4hare your sense of the ridiculous.” 

” I tell you, Rolo, that it would be easier to persuade 
a camel to pass through the efe of a neectfe than to 
induce Evelyn itJhancery to enter Into the bonds of 
matrimony.”. “ * 

Sir Roland’s jaw hardencij. “ Very well. If that’s 
your attitude time's nothing more to be said. But 
let me tell yfiu this : it’s our last chance and our only 
chalice. You can take it o/ leave it.” 

“ I car* t * ftnagine how you ever thought of such a 
fantastic scheme^’ pretested Ge’jeraLGrummit. “ And 
only a few minutes ago *you were lecturing us about 
facing the facts.” 

“ It is not my idea,” snapped Sir Roland. “ It is 
Louise Gale’s suggestion*. She dined with Sophy last 
night and a long talk with her. Nothing definite 
was sa*d, of course ; .but Louise came away with this 
clear understanding : if we can persuade Evelyn to 
marry Sophy and provide a scclire future for her, she 
will call off her campaign ai*d Lave us in peace. She 
was 'always crazy about him^ .is we very well know. 
She is even crazier about him now, becau°- ^he*needs 
his money as well.” 

“ Money • But that has always been Evelyn’s objec- 
tion to getting married. He could never find ^ wife 
rich enough to support him in ihc style to which ^ie is 
aecustomfd.” 

“ ihat excAsc holds good no longtf. In fact, Evelyn 
is now potentially a very ricfi man iiMeed. It may 
surprise you to know that he is televiJion’s Urfcle Ned. 
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.In due course ther uproar subsided and the company 
settled down with replenished glasses. .** 

“ Well,” said General Grummit, c I don’t kn^w 
what to think, I really n don’t. But it seems to me 
that this is just about our last chance, as Rolo says. 
After all, we can but try. It’s five against one. We 
ought to oe able to oring a fair weight of pressure 
to bear.” 

Minnie Blazer drained her glass and rose to her feet. 
“ I second that. It’s ridiculous? diat our entire future 
should be jeopardised by the childish obstinacy of 
Evelyn Chancery. I, for one, am not 'prepared to 
stand any nonsense. He 'will agree to marry Sdphy 
Cleft without delay, or it won’t be my fal*lt»” 

They were interrupted by r. kne ;k on the door. 
“ Mr. Evelyn Chancery, sir. *Hc says you are expecting 
him.” 

Sir Roland turned to his colleagues with a grim 
smile. “ Well ? You wish to see ^iiim ? Good. Then 
we’ll have him up. And I would sugge^fhat we take 
a very strong line from the outset.” 

An hour later Evelyn was standing at bay by the 
filing cabinet. His hair ,vas rumpled, his checks were 
flushed. There was the gl«ram of panic in his eye, and 
he wtc plating heavily. But the spirit of the Chanccrys. 
was still unbioken. Deaf to cajolery, impervious to 
threats, he was defending his bachelor status with 
unshaken resolution. 

Sir Roland gathered himself for a fresh assault. 
Elbowing the others aside, he stalkeu right up to Jiis 
prey, jabbed a ferefinger in his chest afld took' a deep 
preliminary blcath. But Evelyn forestalled him. Sud- 
denly, without warning, he turned upon his tormentors 
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like a hunted animal, Thrustiife his' fingfers into his 
ears, he backed up against the wall and angrily stamped 
jjis foot. 

“ I won’t listen to any more ! ” he cried. “ I won’t 
listen* I tell you # . You can bully me as much as you 
like, but it won’t dp any good. My mind is made up, 
arid nothing you can say will alter it. J.will NOT 
marry Sophy Gfcft, or anyone else* so there.” 

Seeing that ^is counter-attack had reduced* his 
enemies to silence, , ije withdrew his fingers from his 
ear# and folded Jiis arms. 

“ Now, listen to me. I am a mild and patient man, 
but I am neither a weakling nor a fool. I fully agree 
that the # l*$t way to neutralise Sophy Cleft would be 
for me to marry hej. But I’m just not prepared to 
sacrifice myself for your convenience. Oh, I know 
what you’re going to say. You’re going to tell me 
that it would be in my own interest as well. Up to a 
point, yes. But so/ar i\\ I am concerned, this is a choice 
between two evils. And I have made that choice for 
good # ancT all. Co put the Jnatter in a nutshell : I 
would sooner pay blackmail for the rest of my life than 
commit myself to marriage.” • 

Hs crossed to the table pnd poured himself a glass 
of %ieat whisky which l^e disposed of in two gulps. 
Then he perched himself 01# the edge of the degk. 

■ “ During the past sixty years I h*vc developed a 
way of life perfectly adapted to ifiy temperament. Its 
keystones are Older, Moderation, Tranquillity. I ask 
little enough : goid books, g >od music, good Vine, a 
little civilised frivolity from time to time, and leisure 
to . ^.fiect upon the follies of mankind. No nlore* But 
that little is very dear to me,#and 1 * aqj prepared to die 
in the last ditch in its defence.” 
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There Was a thwarted silence. Then Sir Roland 
swung around and nodded to Minnie Blazer, who had 
so far remained rigid in her chair, saturating herself 
with fire-water. 

The chair creaked ominously as ^hc levered her 
fifteen stone of bone and gristle upright. Evelyn, who 
was gazing aloofly out of the window, heard the move- 
ment and sensed the sudden tension inr the atmosphere. 
He ' turned his head sharply, then 4 in ^an ^instant, 
dodged behind the desk. 

Minnie was advancing upon him wit[i the implacable 
menace of a cruiser tank. As she moved across the 
carpet she spoke in a low clear monotone, all the mpre 
alarming for its complete lack of emotion, in , 

“ So you won't jyiar^y her, el? ? your mind is 
made up and nothing will alter it. We’ll see about 
that, you smug, smirking, self-centred little whipper- 
snapper. And if I can’t alter your mind for you, I’ll 
damn well alter something else ” 

She leaned across the desk and thrust her face into 
Evelyn’s, enveloping him in a fog of alcohol. 

“Just tou listen to me, Evelyn Chancery. I’ve had 
more than enough nonsense out of you this morning, 
and I don’t intend to stand any more. You’ll agree 
to marry Sophy Cleft, or — tfyit perishing village choir 
of your$ t wfll have anothersoprano.” 

There was aVhrill cry of alarm, a frantic flurry df 
limbs, and Evelyn Snot through the doorway like a 
panic-stricken gazelle, with Minnie lumbering in the 
rear. 

For^the space of several minutes the* Hat rt*uOunded # 
with igalloping fect ; agonised yelps, the slamming of 
doors and the c,rash of overturned furniture. ITieii,’ 
suddenly, tjiere wa$> complete silence. 
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presently Minnie re-entered tl^e stud^r aryl dropped, 
panting, into her armchair. 

“ Well ? ” Jyipanded Sir Roland. “ Have you made 
Him see reason ? ” t 

“ Have I hell ! The little devil’s as nimble as a 
mountain-goat. *He tripped me arse-over-tip with the 
fire-tongs, dodged down the corridor, and Jocked him- 
self in the W.C” 

Sir Roland* stood motionless in the middle of, the 
room, his hands locked behind his back, his chin sunk 
on his bosom. At last he raised his head and faced 
his dejocted colleagues. 

“ My friends, it is hig^ time that this affair was 
sctflcd, once and for all. It is clear that we cannot 
persuadd fevclyn to marry Sophy. Therefore we shall 
have to put oftrsclvts in the •haiftls of someone who 
can.” 

Ambrose Bannister vented a bitter snort. “ I don’t 
know what you ijican by that, Rolo. But I tell you 
this : there’s only* one person I can think of who could 
deal # witfc •Bvclyi in his present mood, and that’s 

the ” , 

“ Exactly, Ambrose,” replied Sir Roland, reaching 

for the telephone. 
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“. . . and in future, Junior Minister^, in their public 
utterances, , ( will restrict f themselves* to inspiring plati- 
tudes and happy restatements of th^ obvious . . . 
Ehl What?” 

" Mr. Evelyn Chancery, sir. lie was tti sec you at 
eleven o’clock.” / 

“ Chancery ? Evelyn Chancery ? ” ' 

“ Yes, sir. That little master of Sir Roland Gander 
and the anonymous letters.” 

“ Oh, yes. Send him in. And bring sonic more 
cigars. This may t&tc L little time.” c 



Evelyn stopped* the motor, got out of the car and 
slorwly approached # thc front <]po r of Maljrisey Close. 
He moved like qgie hypnotised, as if impelled by some 
relentless exterlc^ force. * 

He hesitated for a moment, then raised his finger to 
the bell-push. As he did so,§his mind cleared. He was 
abruptly r^easefl from the spell which had possessed 
him since the momentous jnterview of five hours ago. 

His arrr^ fell to his side, and he took a pace back- 
wards fr&m the threshold. He suddenly realised, with 
a terrifying clarity, whjt the ^refting of that button 
would mean. It would sound the death-knell of a 
mode of life fashioned with untold care and calculated 
selfishness over a period of sixty years. And it would 
ring up the curtain upon . . . w ho could say what ? 
T ragftfly ,^m£lodr^ma, knockabout farce ? Marriage to 
Sophy might well Him out to be any of those ; or, 
worse, a mixture of all three. 

He^took another pace backward*. He was not com- 
mixed yet. There was stilf time to retreat. A vision 
of the ordered calm and fntylcst luxury of his home at 
Monk’s Frisking flashed across his mine’s e) ^H4 p half- 
turned towards his cat. Then, # simultaneously, the 
celebrated fruity^ growl of hve h<"”irs ago sounded in 
his mine’s car. 

“ Yot| and your friends, Chancery, are n|tional 
tigv or of tlu: lTrst magnitude : Sir Roland Sander, a 
Cabinet Minister ; GencrqJ GrUttimit, Director of 
Interplanetary Warfare ; Miss Blazer, Minister of 
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Education, elec* ; tf*e Bishop of Elmbury and Mr. 
Ambrose Bannister, eminent representatives of religion 
and the arts ; and, last but not least, yourself, as 
Uncle Ned, a potent influence for the promotion of 
stability and sanity in every household in the realm. 
If these scandals are released, incalculable damage to 
our national life will inevitably follow, including, even, 
the fall of the present Government. . . . Chancery, the 
remedy lies in your hands, and yours aione. . . You 
must do this thing, you will dd this thing : not for 
your friends, not for yours 'If, not even for me, bu* for 
England ! ” 

Evelyn took two sharp payees forward and pressed the 
bell. 

Presently the parlour maid returned. Miss Cleft was 
in the garden. HcSvaS ushered through the drawing- 
room towards the french windows. Suddenly he 
stopped dead, dismissing the maid with a vague wave 
of the hand. He stood motionless , f staring out on to 
the lawn. 

Sophy was sitting in the swing-seat idly turning the 
pages of a glossy magazine. 

Her beauty and her elegance pierced him like a 
rapier in the heart. Thirty years fell from him, and 
he was back on the terrace of Ambrose BannisW’s 
house in Elmshire. There, it 1 was that he had seen her 
for thcbiWt tiiqc, and in just this self-same attitude : 
sitting in profile, exhibiting that exquisite classic jaw- 
line and that ravishing little nose ; a ! oofly withdrawn 
into that mysterious private world to which he had 
never | gained admittance. The hair was now as 
dazzling h/ white as it had then been fabulously gclden 
but the limbs had*, till tl]eir slim, fme-boned fragility. 
And the hands* turning the pages of tb; magazine, 
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wAre still the fastidious precisitfci instruments of a 
dedicated surgeon of amour. ! 

. He 'staggered a little and supported lymsclf against 
the back of an armchair. He was overwhelmed, but 
his mind was illuminated by a brilliant radiance of 
understanding. He^ knew how exactly what he was 
going to do, and why. He vwas going to* ask Sophy 
Cleft to marry ,him : not for the benefit of his friends, 

not for the welfare of his native land, but becahse. 

% 0 ' ' 
quite simply, he w»s.in love with her, and had been 

thcsP last thirty years. 

She lSbhad up and saw him crossing the lawn with 
that quick, poised step shtf remembered so well ; the 
perfection *if his grooming relieved, as always, by a 
subtle touch of^carel^s raptur^ 

“ My dear Sophy ! After all these long, long years.” 

“ Good afternoon, Evelyn. This is indeed a pleasant 
surprise.” 

He bowed overdier lyutd and pressed his lips to her 
fingers. “ How well you look. Yoimger than ever, 
and ttvic? as beJUtilul.” 

With the dexterity of a conjuror he produced a sheaf 
of Catalonia roses and presented them with a 
llourish. 

‘•A few poor flowers ; ^humble token of my affection 
and esteem.” 

“ My favourites, Evelyn. How chqpniing of you to 
remember.” 

“ Ho\J should V foiget ? 1 al\\u\* used to think that 
they would clash ^vith tiie b ue ol your eyes^ but, 
J>y somcnniracjj', they never did.” 

ou<? held 4he flowers to her face and gave him a 
paralysing smile across the Same-^ink petals. “ *^nd 
does the mifacle still work ? ” 



212 


THORN Ilf THE FLESH 

“ To-day, mV de?r Sophy, jio miracle is needed. 
Beside your eyes, roses cease to exist.” ^ 

“ Nicely spoken, Evelyn. As smoot/i as ever, aiyl 
even less convincing. You’ll stay to tea, of course ? ” 

She motioned him to the vacant comer of the ^wing- 
seat. Whilst he lit his cigar, she, eyed him expertly. 
For a man# of sixty, his- rig was dangerously juvenile : 
a silk shirt with a loose neckerchief, grty, flannel trousers 
and desert boots. But he got away with it, she' decided. 
The crisp, abundant hair was tqw completely grey, 
but the body was as leali and supple as ever. ‘She 
caught the familiar discreet bouquet of French Fern 
and costly tobacco. , 

He glanced up. “ Well ? Do I pass ? IJtp jtill quite 
warm and mobile, you know . . # apajt from a rather 
attractive little limp in damp weather. Not rheuma- 
tism, I hasten to assure you : just a keepsake from the 
abominable Hun.” 

“ Quite. And a lot of fancy ribtons to go with it, 
I hear. Surely you were a fraction over age for all 
that sort of nonsense ? ”* 

“ Oh„there are ways and means. A bottle of hair 
dye and a push from Splasher Grummit did the 
trick.” , 

“ Ah, yes. Dear Splasher . How is life ? And alFthe 
rest of them ? ” 

“ Physically, J’m happy to say, they are all in an 
excellent state of preservation. Mentally, I fancy, they 
are a little perturbed just at present.*' However, we all 
have <Jur worries.” 

“ How true.” 

There* was a considerable pause, fevo’yn wittched 
her out of the porfier ofdiis eye. She was lying back 
against tlje cushions, completely relaxeU, pensively 
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spiffing one of the njses he had| brought, her. He re- 
mained sileifo* smiling a little to himself, delighted by 
the old imperturbable self-possession. 

Finally she turned towards him with raised eyebrows. 
“ Well, Evelyn J You’re not very sociable this after- 
noon. But then, perhaps, this isn’t a social visit.” 

“ What else should it be ? ’<* 

“ I thought, h might be something in the nature of a 
business cajl.” ^ 

“ Well, I suppes* it is, in a sense. Shall we say a 
combination of, business with pleasure ? ” 

“ YesT’tet’s. It sounds more civilised.” 

,The silence settled dotal again. Sophy scrutinised 
him vjth* undisguised amusement. The customary 
Chancery ap*pmb .was clea rly jr uffled. The fingers 
holding the cigar weic trembling slightly. The toes 
were atwitch under the thin suede of the boots. 

“ I don’t want to disturb your meditations, Evelyn, 
but it will soon*be t<ja-time, and meals and business 
are best kept apart. Shall we press on ? It occurs to 
me lhat you rliay have some — er — proportion to lay 
before me.” 

The ash fell off his cigar. » “ As a matter of fact, I 
have, Sophy. Not so iruch a proposition as a — a 
proposal.” 

“ How you diplomatists* love to play with *vords.” 

“ I am not playing with #ords. I>un simply driving 
after accuracy. What I have to fay before you, Sophy, 
is indeed a proposal : a proposal of marriage.” 

She slowly raiSed the rose to her nostrils !lnd pro- 
foundly inhaled. “ I beg your pardon Evfclyn. I 
didn’t quite catch that last remark.” 

“ Then I’ll rephrase it more limply. Will — you — 
marry — me ? ” 
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“ There’f no need /to bawl, f heard it that tin/e, 
thank you.” 

. “ Well ? How does it strike you ? ” * 

“ It certainly makes a tticc change from our usual 
routine.” 

He leaned across, tweaked the rore from her fingers, 
and dealt h«r the notorious Chuicery grin. 

“ Delicious ravishment ! As difficult*' 9 s ever. Must 
I go'down on my knees ? ” 

“ I shouldn’t, Evelyn. It would* be such a pity to 
spoil those beautiful trousers for nothing.” * 

“ Sophy ! What the devil do you mean f • 

“ That it’s my turn to say ’no. And not before time, 
either.” 

“ But this is fanjact^-. I don’t uiyierstand you. 
I ” 

She answered his blank stare of amazement with a 
smile of heart-rending sweetness. 

“ Then I’ll explain, Evelyn. . Fralikly, I’d love to 
marry you. I’ve wanted to all my life, as y<ju very well 
know. And now that you’re Uncle Wed, I’m more 
madly devoted to you than ever. But even I am not 
so shameless as to accept a proposal made under duress. 
I still have a little proper pride.” 

He was flabbergasted. She, had refused him. And 
in a faship^that left no roofn for doubt. Half an hour 
ago hp would hat c received her answer with heartfelt 
relief ; but now it dime as a stunning blow ( which 
left him dazed with bewilderment arfd despair. He 
pulled Ihmself together with a supreme effort. There 
was onU/ one thing for it : he would ha$ F e to lit as he 
had ntver lied before. 

He went into his* act w<th the practised skill of a* 
lifetime. He increased his wide-eyed stare of amazement 



THORN IN VHE FLESH 215 

tA a blank gape of injbecility. fje rec^jlefl* against the 
cushions and^dropped his cigar to the ground. Then 
Jie uftered on ,a >cracked falsetto of astoiushment. , 
“ A proposal under duress ! My dear Sophy, what 
on earth are you talking about ? I haven’t the slightest 
notion what you mpan.” 

She opened her lips to launch a retort, fhen stopped 
and gave him^jong, searching glance. Evelyn allowed 
his jaw* to sag*\mother half-inch, and forced his* eye- 
balls still farther fipjfa their sockets. 

iShe hesitated, then sh?ugged. “ Either you are 
uncomnistdy dense, Evelyn, or else you are being 
rattier tiresome. What 4 mean is this : that Rolo 
Gandci^ 3 f([ the others have forced you into proposing 
to me, so that^I shajl stop pestering them.” 

“ I never heard such a crazy suggestion in all my 
life. Moreover, it is one which I find most offensive. 
God knows I have my little weaknesses, but moral 
cowardice is not tone gf them, I flatter myself. If you 
suppose thfit Rolo Gander, or anyone else, could 
browbeat me into a course? of action wh ; ch I have 
carefully avoided Tor sixty years, then yoij are very 
much mistaken. I am not anjused, Sophy ; and I am 
deeply grieved that such 3 degrading suggestion should 
ctfine from yofi, of all people.” 

He saw that he had shaken her considerably. She 
looked away from him, and when sljp spokc"there was 
a distinct tremor in her voice. 

“ Aiji I really to understand, T velyn, that Rolo and 
Co. have not Mentioned this to you ? Titat your 
proposal is a genuine one, all your own work V’ 

“ '1 swc?c it, Sophy.” 

“ Gross your heart, and with* ygur hand on the 
Book ? ” 
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“ Cross my Ijeiirt, ajjid with m% hand on the collected 
works of Stendhal.” 

, <c Then, in that case, I believe yon 5 ,and I shall bf 
delighted to accept your proposal.” 

A little later Evelyn was discoursing over the tea 
cups. “ Now, as to the wedding.,, llieo. Crozier is 
clearly the«unan to do the job. Nothing less than a 
bishop would suit pur style, 1 feel.#* 1 ^nd Elmbury 
Cathedral would make an appropriately impressive 
setting. I think I shall ask Ambrose Bannister to be 
my best man ; and I suggest that it might be ’che 
civil thing to ask Minnie Blazer to be ox-* of your 
bridesmaids.” 

“ My dear Evelyn, aren’t you rather flying to ex- 
tremes ? Are you really contenjolatiijg a full-scale 
affair with all the trimmings ? ” 

“ Certainly. We Chanccrys always do things in the 
grand manner.” 

“ I see. And I suppose yop’rc expecting me to 
traipse around in a long white gown, blandishing a 
sheaf of lilies ? ” 

“ And \(hy not ? ” 

“ Well, really, Evclyn t in view of all the facts, do 
you quite see me in white ?,” 

He stroked his chin and nodded thoughtfully. * I 
see your point, Sophy. Perkaps white with black spots 
would be more suitable.” 

Seeing him off, she leaned throughc-the window of 
the Bristol and patted his check. 

“Before you go, Evelyn, there’s just^onc point. I 
shoulckhatfc you to think that you are marrying a fool.” 

“ Meaning whgf ?* ’ u 

“ That I want yo\\ to know that I didn’t believe a 
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Word ot what you said this afternoon. JY ou juoere kicked 
imc\£his by ^tolo and* the others/ wereri*t you ? ” 1 

He» laughed* arid threw out his hands. “ As a matter 
Of fact, I waS, bless their souls. But* how did you 
guess ? I thought I was lying particularly smoothly. 
I hope I didn’t* tremble gr change colour. If so, I 
must be losing my*technique.” 

“ Too smoothly. I haven’t known you for thirty 
years without gasping the fact that the only time, you 
blush is whfcn you teH the truth.” 

As he put the car^in motion, she halted him with an 
urgent 

“Evelyn! I nearly forgpt. The honeymoon. Where 
are* we going ? Foreign parts, I do hope. Think it 
over, afldMct me have your suggestions as soon as 
possible.” 

“ I don’t need to think it over, my dear. Spain, of 
course. There’s nothing like an afternoon at the bull- 
ring for inflaming^ the animal passions.” 



Rupert, Louise, Rose and ^Vivian wdre strolling 1 along 
the Rambl^of San Felii^del Mar towards their favourite 
bar. It was one o’clock in the morning and the melo- 
dramatic scenery of the Costa Brav$ ‘deployed itself 
like a travel agent’s brochure under tbb soft clear 
moonlight. 

Rupert quickened the pace : “ I db wisb.'^c didn’t 
all look so blatantly newly-wed. I find it most em- 
barrassing. Let’s get drinking and see if we cUn’t 
dispel this smog of domesticity.” # * 1 

They jostled doftn*;he stone 1 step^ into the long 
narrow semi-basement. The rough wood tables and 
benches were crowded as usual with a mixture of 
mahogany-coloured fishermen, carefully pale town 
types, and half-cooked tourists. The two handsome 
guitarists were in full song, the throb of* their instru- 
ments and the hard virile timbre of their voices pulsing 
through the fog of smoke and wine fumes. Meanwhile, 
with unshakable Spanish courtesy, they patiently 
submitted to the alcoholic advances* of the fenrale 
holiday-makers. 4 . 

RupeflTand his party eased their way on to one of 
the benches and signalled for porrons of raw brown 
wine. Presently they began to feel^more cheerful ; 
especially Rose who handled her dunking vessel with 
remarkable virtuosity. Grasping the open spout with 
the pxpevt’s backhand grip, she reclirled^on Vivian’i 
bosom, directing Vhe thread of liquor from the jef- 
spout between ner lips with the utmost pccision. At 
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t!^ same time she operated her arm in/the manner of a 
tnfi^bone player, now reducing )he thi^ati # to a mere 
two inches, nfiw extending it to a good two feet. Finally 


she cut off theTbuntain with a clean flick of the wrist, 
and collapsed panting, amicAt a chorus of appreciative 
Oles ./ 


.Louise, meanwhile, was turning the pages of an 
English newspaper which she 1 had picked* \ip off the 
floor. Suddeniv^&he slapped it down on the table with 
a cry of excitement. 0 

“I say, look ! Tkfcy’ve dqne it. Two solid columns, 
and pictures as well. Uncle Ned Wed.” 

Rupert^hatched the pa^>er from her. “ My word, 
you? re right, and no mistake about it. And in Elmbury 
Cathedral'/ too, with Theo. Crozier officiating. They’ve 
certainly lost nf> timS.” 

When the hysteria hdd abated, Rupert reassembled 
the fragments of the newspaper and read the account 
more carefully. 

“ Ambrose Baitnister was best man, I see. And 
Minnie JJlazrr and Ursula Vervain, bridesmaids. How 
perfectly sweet.’^ t 

“ What about the guard of honour ? ” ^enquired 
Vivian. “ I seem to remember that Evelyn once had 
coimfcctionj wi*Ji the V.C.E.” 

" Quite so. And here they are. An archway of 
. swords and all the rest of the nonsense, wit^ Splasher 
Grummit in the forefront, grinning like a dingo.” 

“ Whgit a shame we missed it,” said Rose. “ I 
should have cried my eyes out, and 1 bet the chajnpagne 
was first class.” 

“ fyo£s it s^y anything about the horepnfton ? ” 
enquired Lfluise. 

Rupert applied himself a^ain to"th# text. “ Let me 
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see . . . the hoVieymoon . . . yes, here we are. Gorki 
God ! It saf s 'Spain.( How old «is this paper ? Fcity- 
eight hours. Do you realise, my pets, that thoy; two 
' are in the country at this very momerit. v 

Louise sighed and shook # ner head. “ Not a hope of our 
meeting them, I’m afraid. You know. Evelyn’s passion 
for culture. Unless I’m much mistaken, poor Sophy 
will spend" tier honeymoon trading round .the Prado.” 

Rupert nodded diid pushed the pdper asidjp. “ No 
doubt you’re right. And very fit qjid proper, too. After 
all the recent storm and, stress, *ic’s high time that 
everybody settled down.” 

They relaxed over the table, pleasantly drowsy with 
the day’s sunshine and the wine. • 

“ It was fun whilst it lasted,” mused Ruses “ But 
it’s just as well we • raged to Long r Sophy to heel. 
After all, they’re none of them so young as they were, 
and it would really have been rather a shame to 
shatter their hard-won respectability with a lot of 
ancient scandal.” 

“ You’re right.” said ,k°uise. “ And vt makes me 
very happy to know that we were,,the two who saved 
the situation.” She looked around with a slightly 
maudlin smile. “ I shall often think of theni in the 
years to come, living out tlfe time that remains to’ t^em 
in distinguished service to their country, setting an 
examplfej-to the younger generation, of selfless devotion 
to public duty.”' 

“ True, true,” agreed Rupert. “ How clearly I see 
them, a s the eventide of life closes in/noddingtby their 
firesides, looking back over the panorama of time past, 
scarcely Relieving that it was really#, they who, a> 
Sophy’s Circus, wo,p an international renown for ... 
Good God ! What’s thatV ” 
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TOie buzz of cdpversation in the bar \$as interrupted 
by l\udden uproar frofti the stree f outsidfe/^here was 
the soupd of raSicous cheering, the stamping of running 
fe>it. The din drew nearer, now punctuated by de- 
tonations like rifle shots, and by a low, ominous honking 
like a $a-lioness it labour. 

The crowd in the bar sprang to their feet and began 
to scramble pver the benches and tables tdwards the 
narrow dqorwa ‘Rupert and his party were swept up 
and borne forward in jhe crush. 

“ yVhat is it ? ” yflled Louise. “ What is it ? ” 

“ If yvi ask nw,” snapped Vivian, clasping Rose to 
his breast, ^it’s a bloody revolution.” 

At* that moment the customers nearest the door 
suddenly* shfieked and thrust back into the room, 
fighting madly to get away fr • »the threshold. An 
instant later, a tall black’ mass loomed out of the night 
and, with a terrible crash, plunged down the tavern 
steps to wedge itself in the doorway. 

. “ Dear heaven,'* cried Rupert, “ it’s Sophy’s 
Daimler.” 

Dragging Louise b,y the hand, he scrambled forward 
into the front row of spectators. The view vfas note- 
worthy. 

TK Daipiler, was cantea forward at an angle of 
forty-five degrees, its bonnet crushed against the door- 
posts. Sophy was at the wheel, smiling delightedly and 
madly squeezing the bulb-hom wiAi both hands. 
Ambrose ^Bannister and Minnie Blazer were prone on 
the roof* raking 1 the onlookers with soda-syphons. 
Splasher Grummit was leaning out of the rear com- 
partment, doggedly winding a hunting horji ;* and 
Sir Roland Grander, blissfully blind-dj unk, was strapped 
to the luggage rack in rear. *The Bislfbp of Elmbury, 
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fulfilling bis customary task of navigator, was seated 
astride tlfe»' bonnet, (monotonously reciting the Jw-rial 
Service. 

“ But where’s Evelyn ? ” cried Loilise. “ I can’t see 
Evelyn.” 

“ Evelyn Chancery at your servV’.e,” said & frisky 
voice behind them. * 

They fitmed about' to fine. him smiling into their 
faces, a porron ofewine in either haftjd-. He jabbed a 
spout into Rupert’s ribs and wicked atreyiously. 

“ Trust your old Unci? to find' his way around the 
blind side, eh, my boy ? By heaven,. I’m drv 1 1 ” 

With this, he raised both arms and shfTi a pair of 
hissing jets between his gaping jaws. Then he slarrmed 
the porrons on the bar and rubbed his hands. 

“ That’s that. Ar^now, my tchildten, if you want 
to see the way to take a town apart, here’s your chance. 
Sophy’s Circus is feeling rather bored.” 


The End 





